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Hao Wu: Meanings and means of children’s heritage language maintenance in Chinese 
immigrant families in the United States: Three ethnographic case studies.  
(Under the direction of Rebecca Staples New) 
 
      This qualitative study investigated parental language ideologies and practices with regard to 
heritage language maintenance and English language development of young Chinese immigrant 
children. The home languages in three case study families involve varying levels of proficiency 
in Mandarin and English and, in two households, two additional Chinese languages. Research 
methodologies (data collection and analyses) include in-depth interviews with parents, 
ethnographic observations of family life, and tape-recorded dinner-time table conversations. The 
study was guided by three compatible conceptual frameworks: cultural models of parenting and 
child development, language socialization, and family language policy. The research questions 
examine (1) parental ideologies about heritage language(s): (2) ways that these language 
ideologies are reflected in parental discourse, language socialization practice, and decision-
making regarding heritage language maintenance at home and beyond: and (3) changes over time 
in response to parents’ interpretations of their children’s language experiences and competencies, 
transnational experiences and extended family support, and engagement in schools and 
community. This study highlights the complexity and intersectionality of Chinese immigrant 
parents’ resources, experiences, perceptions, and decisions regarding young children’s heritage 
language development as their children transition to American school settings. It also helps gain 
an in-depth understanding about the rationale of language maintenance and loss, decision-
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making in the home domain, and the dynamic process of Chinese immigrant parents’ cultural 
belief systems at work in the new sociocultural setting of the United States. In addition, this 
study adds new insights into ways to study this complex topic and potential to integrate the 
theoretical premises and methodological tools of cultural models of parenting and child 
development, language socialization, and family language policy. 
  
                                                                                                                                               
 







To Rubin, Yanmin, Shimao, and Lunying,  
my beloved grandparents in heaven 
 
  
                                                                                                                                               
 







       First of all, I am overwhelmed in humility and gratitude to acknowledge those people who 
have helped me undertake this research. I would like to express my deep and sincere gratitude to 
my academic advisor and research supervisor, Dr. Rebecca New, for giving me the opportunity 
to do research and providing invaluable guidance and feedback throughout this research. As my 
teacher and mentor, she has been supportive of my career goals and has taught me more than I 
could ever give her credit for here. I am also grateful to Dr. Xue Rong, Dr. Lynda Stone, Dr. 
Misha Becker, and Dr. Kelly Ryoo, my committee members who have provided me extensive 
personal and professional guidance and taught me a great deal about research and life in general. 
I would also like to thank all of those with whom I have had the pleasure to work and have 
cheered for me all the time in Peabody Hall.  
      I am extremely grateful to my mother, Xuemin, and father, Xihua, for their love, caring, and 
understanding, and for educating and preparing me for my future and providing unconditional 
support in whatever I pursue. I am very thankful for my parents whom I can lean on. Their 
support is a milestone in the completion of this study. Nobody has been more important to me in 
this path toward this dissertation than my parents. Special thanks to Yang for dealing with my 
immaturity and the one who never judges me for being vulnerable. Thank you, Fan, for not 
making distance a big deal of our friendship. Anqi, you are the person who I am not afraid to 
                                                                                                                                               
 
                                                                               vii 
 
show how weak I am, and thanks for the late-night conversations. I would like to thank all the 
other family members and friends for making ordinary moments extraordinary.  
      Last but not least, I wish to thank the three wonderful families who agreed to participate in 
this study and provided unending ideas and inspiration.  
  
                                                                                                                                               
 






TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
LIST OF TABLES----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------x 
LIST OF FIGURES--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------xi 
Chapter 1 Introduction------------------------------------------------------------------------------------1 
 Background of the Research Problem---------------------------------------------------------1 
 Personal Role and Relationship to Topic------------------------------------------------------7 
Chapter 2 Literature Review----------------------------------------------------------------------------10 
 Cultural Models of Parenting------------------------------------------------------------------10 
 Language Socialization-------------------------------------------------------------------------14 
 Family Language Policy------------------------------------------------------------------------20 
            Synthesis of Scholarship and New Questions------------------------------------------------26 
Chapter 3 Methodology----------------------------------------------------------------------------------28 
 Conceptual Framework-------------------------------------------------------------------------28 
 Research Design---------------------------------------------------------------------------------30 
  Research Questions---------------------------------------------------------------------30 
  Setting------------------------------------------------------------------------------------31 
  Participants------------------------------------------------------------------------------31 
  Data Collection Tools and Strategies------------------------------------------------35 
 Data Analysis------------------------------------------------------------------------------------39 
                                                                                                                                               
 
                                                                               ix 
 
Chapter 4 Results-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------49 
 Chinese Group in Cultural Models Study----------------------------------------------------49 
 Lingqi’s Family----------------------------------------------------------------------------------52 
 Aiwen’s Family----------------------------------------------------------------------------------86 
 Tian’s Family-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------113 
Chapter 5 Conclusion and Discussion----------------------------------------------------------------140 
 Research Question 1: The Meanings of Heritage Language Maintenance-------------140 
 Research Question 2: The Means of Heritage Language Maintenance ----------------145 
 Research Question 3: Dynamics Over Time in Family Language Policies------------150 
 Interpreting Differences Among Families--------------------------------------------------152 
 Implications-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------156 
 Limitations--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------164 
 Future Research---------------------------------------------------------------------------------166 
APPENDIX A: Parent-Adult Consent Form---------------------------------------------------------168 
APPENDIX B: Heritage Language Maintenance Interview Protocol----------------------------174 








                                                                                                                                               
 
                                                                               x 
 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 1. Family Characteristics---------------------------------------------------------------------------34 
Table 2. Number of Interviews in Cultural Model Study by Year-----------------------------------36 
Table 3. Search Criteria------------------------------------------------------------------------------------42 
Table 4. Dinner-Table Conversation Coding Categories----------------------------------------------45 
Table 5. Lingqi’s and Siblings’ Ages and Grade Levels for Each Year in the CMS--------------54 
Table 6. Parent Descriptions of Lingqi’s English and Mandarin Language Competence--------60 
Table 7. Summary of Each Dinner-Table Gathering of Lingqi’s Family---------------------------69 
Table 8. Frequency of Turns er Person/Language at Dinner Table of Lingqi’s family-----------71 
Table 9. Aiwen’s and Siblings’ Ages and Grade Levels for Each Year in Study------------------88 
Table 10. Parent Quotes: Regarding Changes of Aiwen’s Language Use Over Time------------95 
Table 11. Summary of Each Dinner-Table Recording of Aiwen’s Family------------------------102 
Table 12. Frequency of Turns per Person/Language at Dinner Table of Aiwen’s Family------103 
Table 13. Tian’s and Siblings’ Ages and Grade Levels for Each Year in Study-----------------115 
Table 14. Parent Quotes: Regarding Decisions on Tian’s School Choice Over Time-----------128 
Table 15. Summary of Each Dinner Table of Tian’s Family----------------------------------------130 
Table 16. Frequency of Turns per Person/Language at Dinner Table of Tian’s Family---------132 
  
                                                                                                                                               
 
                                                                               xi 
 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework------------------------------------------------------------------------29 
Figure 2. Data Analysis Process--------------------------------------------------------------------------40 





      
 
   





Chapter 1: Introduction 
Background of the Research Problem 
Globalization and Immigration 
      The research problem addressed in this dissertation focuses on heritage language 
maintenance in young children of immigrant families living in the U.S. By definition, the people 
and the topic are embedded in the nested contexts of globalization. The impacts of globalization 
have spread into various spheres of societies and have yielded diverse interpretations. The 
exchange of resources on a country by country basis has given rise to the rapid mobility of ideas 
and people. It also drives the inconsistent coexistence and/or intermingling of culturally diverse 
populations (Collins, 2015).   
       One feature of globalization that is manifested in population mobility is the increase in 
migration around the world. According to recent data reported by the Migration Policy Institute 
(MPI), international migration rose from 77 million in 1960 to almost 244 million in 2015. 
People have migrated to the U.S. from nations with many cultural and linguistic traditions and, in 
some cases (e.g., Syria, India, and China), “a long history of intergroup conflicts and hostilities” 
(Moule, 2012, p.259). The MPI’s 2015 ranking of destination countries lists the U.S. as the 
number one priority as international migrants’ destination country, followed by Germany and the 
Russian Federation (MPI, 2016 a). Such geographic mobility provides possibilities for potential 
cultural intermingling as well as collision among and between different groups.   
      
 
   
                                                                              2 
 
      In spite of the increase in culturally diverse populations in nations around the world, another 
feature of globalization is the growing homogeneity of a particular set of values and beliefs 
(Crane, 2002), including the value of money, ideas about good education, and a growing shared 
awareness of a linguistic market (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Leung & Uchikoshi, 2012). 
Reflecting the long history of colonization and the dominance of western culture, especially 
among European Americans, English is now widely recognized as a global language with 1,500 
million speakers worldwide (Melitz, 2016). In turn, the pressure to improve English language 
education has increased around the world. Many non-English-speaking countries now integrate 
English into the primary or even preschool curriculum (Hu & McKay, 2012; Pan & Block, 
2011).  
      This homogenization of many languages in a multicultural society suggests that many 
languages are potentially moving to become one language. Although such homogeneity is 
perceived by some as a threat to nations’ cultural and linguistic diversity, others defend the 
demand for quality education and communication skills in English based on economic reasons at 
the national and/or personal levels (Cameron, 2000; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) and as an 
inevitable consequence of globalization in the context of global markets. The linguistic behavior 
of knowing and using only one language also is emerging in Chinese language groups in China 
with of government laws since the Revolution of 1911 in which Mandarin is the single language.  
In the U.S., the 2009-2013 American Community Survey on Chinese language spoken at home 
documented a decline of Cantonese, previously widely used and taught in Chinese immigrant 
communities and Chinese language schools since the mid 19th century, being swept aside by 
Mandarin in Chinese American communities in the US.  
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Within a society such as the U.S., some argue that language diversity contributes to 
positive dissimilarity attitudes and is essential for sustaining diverse cultures and promoting 
bicultural identities in modern multicultural society (Lauring & Selmer, 2012). As the integration 
of ideas, behaviors, and ways of life continues at the global level, changes are also taking place 
within the nested contexts at the state, local, and familial levels. These changes have raised new 
questions about the convergence of multilingual and multicultural situations. Children of 
immigrant families are one population at the intersection of this convergence.  
Immigration within United States Context 
      The U.S. is commonly referred to as a nation of immigrants and has long been a pluralistic 
setting with a single national language. Over the past half-century, immigrants’ proportion of the 
total U.S. population has increased from 5.5% (1960) to 13.8% (2015) (MPI, 2016 b). Not only 
has the percentage of the immigrant population increased, the places of origin of immigrants also 
have expanded. At the turn of the 19th century, the majority of immigrants were from Central, 
Eastern, and Southern Europe as well as from China. These immigrants were attracted to U.S. 
labor opportunities in railway construction and the gold rush (Hohn, 2012; Waters et al., 2007). 
After the Immigration and Naturalization Act passed in 1965, U.S. immigration patterns shifted 
to an increase in arrivals from Asia and a decrease in European immigrants (MPI, 2016 c). This 
trend contributed to current (ibid.) U.S. statistics, such that immigrants from Mexico, India, and 
China are now the top three nations that share the total immigrant population.  
      Responses to Linguistic Diversity.  
      According to the American Community Survey (2000-2010) conducted by the Modern 
Language Association, all languages spoken in the U.S. (other than English) at age five and older 
increased by 2% in only ten years. Given the move of diverse immigrants to new social, cultural, 
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and linguistic contexts, the very concept of non-English native language maintenance is 
especially complex. On the one hand, mass immigration brings richer and more diverse minority 
languages, which raises the bar for large-scale and unified minority language education in 
schools or other education programs. On the other hand, as non-English-speaking members of 
U.S. society, immigrants still undergo the social and political expectations that sustain English in 
its hegemonic position (Alba et al., 2002; Fillmore, 2000). Immigrants thus experience the 
collision and integration of different cultures simultaneously, a situation that is especially 
challenging for families with young children.  
Since the Naturalization Act1 (1906) was approved, most immigrant adults understand 
that English is a critical prerequisite for acceptance by mainstream society. One consequence of 
this widely understood belief (i.e., that the lack of English proficiency is a serious disadvantage 
in the U.S.) has been a rapid increase in the number of English as a Second Language (ESL) 
programs in the American public education system2 that are used to assimilate immigrants into 
English-speaking environments (Crawford, 2004; Curdt-Christiansen, 2009). At the time of this 
study, based on a report by the Education Commission of the States (2014), over thirty states 
have laws that authorize and require that schools evaluate the English competence of English 
language learners and provide various sorts of programs to help language minority children learn 
English. 
      Concerns about Heritage Language Maintenance.  
 
1The Naturalization Act (1906): All immigrants must be able to speak English in order to become naturalized 
citizens of the U.S. 
 
2The first major government effort to establish ESL programs as part of the public education system occurred in 
Dade County, Florida in 1963. 
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      As described by early researchers on this topic, immigrants, who are driven by a desire for 
acceptance, are compelled to receive dominant language exposure by the powerful assimilative 
force, which is followed by assimilation and heritage language loss within generations in 
immigrant families (Fillmore, 1991). By 2015, only 21% of people aged five and older in the 
U.S. spoke a language other than English at home, of which Spanish was the most common 
language at 62% followed by Chinese (including Mandarin and Cantonese) at 5% (MPI, 2016 e). 
As a potential consequence, even though mass immigration has led to more linguistic diversity in 
society, the home linguistic environment is quickly singularizing. People are gradually accepting 
the reality of heritage language loss under social-political pressure from the mainstream society. 
Therefore, the loss of heritage language signifies the phenomenon that one’s home language (the 
subordinate language) is replaced by English (the dominant language), with the consequence of 
breaking down family ties and parental authority (Fillmore, 1991, 2000; Oriyama, 2010; Verdon 
et al., 2014).  
      This dissertation is based on several premises that are supported by research. The hegemonic 
position of English in western mainstream society and the growth of ESL education have 
contributed to not only the loss of heritage language in language minority groups, but also the 
obfuscation of cultural identity, breakdown of family ties, and the simplification of languages 
and cultures in diversified societies (DeCapua & Wintergerst, 2009; Fillmore, 2000; Hill, 1994a; 
Lee, 2013; Leeman, 2015; Spolsky, 2009). Moreover, the concept of heritage language is even 
broader than these features and represents the multiple means and reasons by which families and 
cultural communities pass down cultural ways of living, including culturally constructed 
customs, values, and socialization practices, over generations. As such, heritage language is an 
important mechanism that represents the roots and reasons for passing down long-held traditions 
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of cultural groups. The loss of heritage language may be profoundly costly to linguistic minority 
children and their families, even to the community as a whole and ultimately the entire nation.  
      The potential loss of heritage language is especially problematic for young children from 
immigrant families and other language minority groups as they transition from home to 
community and educational settings, often as early as age two for child care. At this point, 
language shifts and assimilation may occur when children step into mainstream early childhood 
education programs and are exposed extensively to an English language environment (Fillmore, 
1991; Hill, 1994b). Immigrant parents also experience this transition as they strive to support 
their children’s success in American schools and, at the same time, maintain their cultural 
traditions and heritage language in the English-dominant society. Yet little is known about how 
immigrant parents support and interpret this transition experience, especially as it pertains to the 
potential increase in speaking English and the loss of their heritage language. 
      In some contemporary early childhood settings in the U.S., immigrant parents are given 
opportunities to make choices between monolingual and bilingual programs for their children. A 
small but significant body of research describes the key role that parents play in this decision-
making process as well as home language practices with respect to children’s ESL and heritage 
language development (Spolsky, 2004; Verdon et al., 2014; Li, 2002; DeCapua & Wintergerst, 
2009). Beyond this important insight, little is known about parents’ perceptions and beliefs that 
might inform their decision-making and home language practices. Specifically, little is known 
about how parents of young children make sense of new challenges and opportunities to support 
their children’s success in American schools and their thoughts about maintaining their cultural 
traditions and heritage language in the English-dominant society. This dissertation is motivated 
by the curiosity and desire to gain deeper insights into immigrant parents’ efforts to make good 
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decisions about their children’s language development with regard to the assimilative force of 
English and the goals of heritage language maintenance in young children.  
Personal Role and Relationship to Topic 
Immigrant Parents and Children in Transition3  
The topic of heritage language maintenance as the focus of my dissertation emerged as a 
result of my participation in the implementation of an ethnographic longitudinal study of Chinese 
and Latinx immigrant parents’ interpretations of and roles in their children’s school readiness. 
This longitudinal ethnographic study (hereafter referred to as the Cultural Models study (CMS) 
was guided by “an interpretative sociocultural framework” and ethnographic research methods 
that were employed to examine cultural models of parenting and immigrant family life as 
children transitioned from home to public/private early childhood education school settings 
(New, 2013, p. 1).  
My role as a research assistant in this study provided me with the opportunity and incentive to 
examine the rationale of language loss and maintenance in Chinese immigrant families. For the 
last two years of the study, I was responsible for Chinese data collection, which included open-
ended person-centered interviews and ethnographic observations of the home environment, 
family life, home language practices, and socialization practices. My original research interest 
within the Cultural Models Study was focused on ways that Chinese immigrant parents plan and 
implement home language practice with regard to their children’s English and heritage language 
(Mandarin) development. As this project went along, I started to recognize the need for 
additional data in order to better understand the complexities of Chinese immigrant parents’ 
 
3Immigrant Parents and Children in Transition:  Cultural Models and U.S. Early Childhood Education.  
Spencer Foundation Major Grant.  Principal Investigator Rebecca S. New. 
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experiences, perspectives, decisions, and practices, including possible changes in young 
children’s heritage language development during the transition from home to preschool to 
kindergarten, especially in a multilingual home environment. Additional rationale for pursuing 
this topic arises from my own experiences as a Chinese native speaker and non-native English 
learner.  
Experiences as a Chinese Native Speaker and English Language Learner  
      As a Chinese native speaker growing up in mainland China, I have been learning English as a 
second language since my middle school years. After ten years of learning English in different 
school settings in China, I came to the U.S. in 2008 to further my studies as one of many other 
international students from China. That experience was one of the most significant transitions in 
my life. Although I had been learning English for a very long time, I soon realized that my 
English language repertoire was inadequate to support my daily life and study in the U.S. I 
continued my English studies at a finishing school in the U.S. Over the past 12 years since my 
arrival in the U.S., my experiences of living and studying in the U.S. have created yet another 
dilemma, which is, even when I speak Chinese, I now think first in English what I want to say in 
Chinese. This phenomenon has created a major challenge for me to maintain my fluency in 
Chinese. During this same period, my experiences while studying English as Second Language 
Learning and Early Childhood Education at East Tennessee State University and throughout my 
doctoral study here at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill have raised my awareness 
of cultural differences in Chinese and mainstream American parenting. These experiences also 
have heightened my awareness of changes over time in my own cultural ways of thinking, 
learning, and behaving. 
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  Thus, my research focus is based on my personal and academic experiences as well as my 
growing understanding about contemporary research and theoretical approaches to the study of 
cultural differences in parenting, language socialization practices, and family life. This 
dissertation integrates conceptual tenets of socio-cultural, language socialization, and family 
language policy (FLP) theories in the study and analysis of Chinese immigrant family lives and 
language decisions and practices associated with children’s heritage language maintenance. The 
broad aim is to better understand 1) parental ideologies, including parents’ cultural values, 
beliefs, and goals vis-à-vis maintaining their children’s heritage language and learning English, 
2) instantiation of those ideologies in family life, parenting practices, and parental decisions 
regarding language socialization in and out of the home, and 3) experiences in community and 
school settings as influences on those beliefs and practices over time. These important goals are 
elaborated in the form of specific research questions presented in Chapter 3 that follow a review 
of the relevant literature in Chapter 2.  
 
  
      
 
   







Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
    New populations, new languages, and new challenges of globalization and migration have 
led to new scholarly debates and research about families with young children and the challenges 
associated with leaving a familiar culture and adapting to a new sociocultural environment. 
These social changes have generated growing interest in studies of family transitions, parenting, 
and child language acquisition in new contexts. This dissertation draws on the previous Cultural 
Models study (CMS), which is one such study of school readiness and transitions in immigrant 
families and is informed by anthropological/cross-cultural research on parenting and child 
development. Of special relevance to this dissertation is that study’s findings about different 
beliefs and practices regarding heritage language maintenance in Chinese immigrant families. As 
that study’s findings emerged, new questions about parents’ language socialization practices and 
Family Language Policy (FLP) in dominant English-language contexts likewise emerged. Three 
bodies of scholarly literature have informed this dissertation and constitute the theoretical and 
empirical work described in this chapter: 1) cultural models of parenting and child development, 
2) language socialization, with special attention paid to English as a second language and to the 
heritage language, and 3) the concept of FLP. 
Cultural Models of Parenting 
      Decades of anthropological and cross-cultural research have brought forth studies of the care 
and development of children in relation to culture-specific patterns of beliefs and behaviors and 
the role of cultural values in organizing human endeavors (Levine et al., 1980; Rogoff & Morelli, 
1989). By the late 20th century, anthropological studies of children’s development were 
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highlighting a process of socialization that also supported children’s acquisition of culture and 
enculturation (Gaskins et al., 1992; Miller & Jessor, 1996). This line of research informed 
theoretical developments, including the concept of cultural models, which is an alignment of 
moral imperatives, cultural values, parenting practices, and child development outcomes (LeVine 
et al., 1994). The theory of cultural models refers to shared ideas, beliefs, goals, and strategies 
that are rooted in a particular cultural community over time and guide the actions and 
interpretations of the cultural group members (D’Andrade, 1984; Keller et al., 2006; Suizzo, 
2002). A cultural model of parenting refers to parents’ beliefs, values, attitudes, goals, and 
practices, which integrates ideas and practices that are orientated toward socialization goals 
embodied in parenting ethno-theories regarding child development (Harkness & Super, 1996; 
King & Fogle, 2006; Kim, 2011; Fogle, 2013;LeVine, 1974; Park et al. 2014). Socialization 
goals, parental decision-making, and actions about what constitutes effective child rearing are 
shaped by the historic values of a given cultural model (Keller et al., 2002; LeVine, 1988; Super 
& Harkness, 1986). In turn, the concept of parenting is a cultural activity comprised of 
sociocultural orientations and beliefs about what ‘good’ parents can and should do to promote 
their children’s adaptions to sociocultural conditions (Lamm & Keller, 2007; Quinn, 2005;). 
Specifically, a cultural model of parenting includes the ways in which children are cared for and 
socialized through commonly shared routinized parenting practices and discourses, many of 
which are driven by unrecognized cultural values and beliefs of parents (Goodnow et al., 1995; 
LeVine et al, 1996; New, 2013). 
East Asian and Western Cultural Models of Parenting 
  Research informed by the theoretical concept of cultural models of parenting has documented 
a wide variability in child socialization ideas and practices that in turn are informed by other 
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cultural differences, including historical and current events, resources, and opportunities. In the 
case of East Asia, cultural models can be traced back for millennia. Confucian philosophy has 
been rooted in Chinese cultural belief systems and intellectual traditions for more than 2,500 
years (Li, 2002). In Chinese culture, goals for children advanced by Confucianism fall into seven 
categories: knowledge, social norms, modesty, shame, self-restraint, filial piety, and harmonious 
relationships (Luo et al., 2013). The Chinese cultural models of learning and parenting show the 
Confucian influence on the construction of socialization goals that are distinct from the Western 
path. Several scholars have conducted studies that compare Western and East Asian parenting, 
with particular attention to cultural variations in child socialization (Chao & Tseng, 2002; Li, 
2012; Park et al., 2014). These studies note that a central feature of Western parenting is an 
independence-promoting approach, which combines separateness and autonomy with attention to 
the child’s confidence and competitiveness; whereas the interdependence-promoting Eastern 
Asian parenting approach, consistent with Confucianism goals , attaches greater importance to 
the child’s relatedness and heteronomy within the family (Kagitçibasi, 1996, 2017; Keller et al., 
2006; Yang & Laroche, 2011).  
  Although much of this work has helped to illustrate moral imperatives, cultural values, 
parenting practices, and child development outcomes, recent research supports the possibility of 
variability of cultural models (LeVine et al, 1996; Li et al., 2010; New, 2019). This idea is 
consistent with those of a new Confucian scholar, Shuming Liang, that people’s will, which 
refers to the desire to change and affect the surroundings to bend them to one’s will or to change 
the will by not changing the surroundings, decides their lives (Hanafin, 2003). Although cultural 
traditions tend to be stable and recognizable over time, research within changing sociocultural 
contexts demonstrates that the development and changing circumstances of individuals can 
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influence their beliefs at the individual level (Li, 2012). In turn, with growing awareness of the 
influence of social dimensions, such as social class on child socialization, some scholars have 
begun to challenge stereotypical assumptions about Western and East Asian parenting. For 
example, some researchers report that East Asian parents are more likely now to attach 
importance to independence while some Western parents value obedience (Park et al., 2014). 
Another study of Chinese fathers working in Canada found that those Chinese fathers who had 
resided longer in Canada valued more individualistic traits such as self-confidence and 
independence, in contrast to those who had lived in Canada for fewer years (Chuang & Su, 
2009). Hence, social categories, including gender, context, and other changing factors such as 
age and residential mobility, may contribute to individual belief systems that challenge 
traditional cultural models in changing contexts. In the context of the U.S., research into the 
‘cultures-within-a-culture’ that immigrant parents and children experience has raised further 
crucial issues about child rearing, learning processes, identity construction, and language 
development (Lee, 2013; Leeman, 2015; Li, 2012; New, 2013). 
      As one of the subgroups of the Chinese population, Chinese immigrants in Western countries 
have more exposure to Western cultural values that might in turn impact goals for their children 
and parenting (Luo et al., 2013). However, the influences of Western cultural values on these 
goals and practices are complex. Some studies have demonstrated that native cultural values 
have weakened due to exposure to Western cultural values (Chuang & Su, 2009), although 
evidence also indicates that native cultural values are heightened in immigrant communities 
(Jose et al., 2000). These findings suggest, consistent with sociocultural theory, that within 
changing contexts, cultural models also change as a result of participation in social interactions 
and cultural activities that influence parental goals and beliefs as well as parenting practices.   
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Language Socialization 
Of special relevance to this dissertation are early studies of child language and language 
socialization that have been conducted in different societies and have been further developed to 
include the investigation of socialization in different cultures (LeVine, 2007). Language, 
described as a great force of socialization, pushes forward the process of socialization in two 
distinct ways: socialization to use language and socialization through language use (Kayam & 
Hirsch, 2014; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). Specifically, language is seen as “a medium in 
children’s development of social and cultural knowledge and sensibilities” (Ochs & Schieffelin, 
2011, p.1). Integrating theoretical tenets of sociocultural theory and language acquisition, the 
theory of language socialization contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the 
development of cultural and linguistic competence through interactions with others (Duff & 
Talmy, 2011).  
      A dominant interpretation of language socialization is that it is a dynamic process that 
occurs naturally in diverse social contexts throughout the lifespan (Luykx, 2005). Research into 
language socialization has informed how language acts not only as a tool to learn a cultural way 
of being but also as a result of socialization. The process itself is “mediated by language whose 
goal is the mastery of linguistic conventions, pragmatics, the adoption of appropriate identities, 
stances or ideologies, and other behaviors associated with the target group and its normative 
practices” (Duff, 2007, p. 310). As active learners, children are socialized in home environments 
from birth under the stimulus of language input from their parents and other caregivers. A 
growing body of work also notes the critical role of children, including older novices which 
refers to other new learners, in shaping language use and the socialization process (King & 
Fogle, 2013; Ochs & Schieffelin, 2011). That is, children are not only recipients of language 
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socialization, they also function as agents to socialize other novices in communicative practices. 
More recent studies have illustrated the role of children’s agency within the ongoing and mutual 
process of language socialization between parents and children (De Mol & Buysse, 2008; Said & 
Zhu, 2019). 
      In some research on language socialization, ethnographic approaches have been adapted to 
illuminate cultural differences in children’s language development in different contexts (Miller 
& Jessor, 1996). The use of discourse analysis also helps capture routine patterns of interactive 
practices between children and other novices in different cultural settings. This approach has 
revealed the mutuality of children’s language use and socialization, that is, how they learn to 
become competent members of certain groups through their language use in social activities and 
through mastery of discourse rules and norms (C. Brown, 2011; Gaskins et al., 1992; Ochs & 
Schieffelin, 1986, 2011).   
New Contexts, New Socialization Goals 
      The question remains as to the effects on language learning and use when language 
socialization is not such a natural process. In the context of globalization and mass migration, a 
growing number of studies of language socialization has examined language interactions and 
experiences of immigrant populations to better understand cultural and linguistic change 
(Baquedano-López & Mangual Figueroa, 2011). Each body of this research highlights the 
importance of the developmental competency of language as a marker of cultural membership 
and identity. Traditionally transmitted from generation to generation, linguistic distinctiveness is 
the main tool to internalize culture (Alba et al., 2002; Lee, 2002). Within a cultural and 
linguistically diverse environment, linguistic distinctiveness conveys a message of the social and 
psychological distance from the dominant group. This tension triggers the search for secure bi-
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cultural identity (Han, 2015; Schumann, 1986) and bi-lingual competencies in children who are 
growing up in immigrant families within the context of a multilinguistic society (Johnson & 
Newport, 1989; August, et al. 2009).  
      For the purposes of this study, two additional bodies of research warrant attention both 
involving children of immigrants: English as a second language and heritage language 
maintenance, each of which can be illuminated by the framework of language socialization  
(Duff, 2011; He, 2011). Research into both heritage language socialization and second language 
socialization, informed by sociocultural theory, describes two linked processes: 1) socialization 
processes to become competent heritage language and English speakers and 2) socialization 
processes to become competent members of the heritage culture and the dominant culture 
through the use of both languages, respectively (Duff, 2007; Ochs & Schieffelin, 1986, 2011).  
English as a Second Language. 
The process of second language socialization takes place when non-native speakers seek 
competence in the second language and confidence in their ability to participate in the 
community where that language is the dominant language of society (e.g., English in the U.S.) 
(Bayley & Schecter, 2003; Duff & Talmy, 2011). Acting as both recipient and agent in language 
socialization, children are viewed as capable of receiving language input from different linguistic 
resources and settings, such as family, peers, and school. As a consequence, children’s language 
use is also strongly affected by their surroundings, especially by their peers (Spolsky, 2004) and 
especially when “children feel a status differential between their heritage language and English” 
(DeCapua & Wintergerst, 2009, p.13). This image of the immigrant child as linguistically 
competent is not common in the context of English-dominant settings, and immigrant children in 
the U.S. rarely have the opportunity to develop their heritage language in a school setting (Kim, 
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2011), especially in a mainstream school system. Although school is a primary setting for 
socialization, minority children may have little in common with mainstream school culture 
(Pagett, 2006). Therefore, research suggests that immigrant children are inclined to seek 
acceptance by being assimilated as a member of the majority population.  
      In the U.S. school system, English language competence is understood as a vital factor in 
immigrant students’ academic success and the development of social skills, and, conversely, 
insufficient English language proficiency is understood to impede immigrant students’ 
understanding of instructional content, participation in school activities, and relationships with 
teachers and other students (Kim, 2011). With the rise in educational standards for all students 
(García & Ortiz, 2006), the pressure to narrow the gap in English language proficiency between 
native speakers and immigrant children also discourages heritage language education in school 
settings—in spite of research suggesting the cognitive and academic benefits of bilingualism. 
There is also evidence that children who learn a third language have a slight advantage over 
monolingual children (Barac & Bialystok, 2011; Barik & Swain, 1976; Cenoz, 2003). While this 
line of research has encouraged studies on ways to promote dual language education for 
language minority groups (Tabors & Snow, 1994), in many U.S. communities, responsibility for 
encouraging and fostering immigrant children’s heritage language development is transferred to 
the family domain (DeCapua et al., 2009). With that transfer comes the discourse pattern known 
as language shift. The shift in language reflects a change in the child’s language loyalty, which 
implies the substitution of a dominant language for a primary one. Despite the skeptical voice 
that disputes evidence of actual loss in [Spanish] heritage language proficiency (Winsler et al., 
1999), more often than not, immigrant children face difficulties in maintaining their heritage 
language as their English proficiency improves.  
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Heritage Language. 
‘Heritage language’ refers to the language associated with one’s cultural background, 
regardless of whether or not it is spoken in the home or the local community (Cho, Cho, & Tse, 
1997). Within the U.S. context, heritage language can be understood as a language of personal 
relevance other than English (Chu, 2015; He, 2011). Several empirical studies demonstrate the 
mutual relationship between heritage language development and the formation of cultural 
identity of immigrant children in a multilingual and multicultural society (Lee, 2013; Oriyama, 
2010; DeCapua & Wintergerst, 2009; You, 2005; Lee, 2002; Tse, 2000; Noels et al., 1996). 
Although a few studies hold different views regarding the mutually promoting relationship 
between heritage language and cultural identity in immigrant populations, the desire to maintain 
one’s cultural identity also promotes positive attitudes toward heritage language learning and 
maintenance. In addition to cultural identity construction, some researchers have examined the 
processes by which heritage language is used to socialize cultural values and other cultural 
dimensions (He, 2011; Lo, 2009).  
      Similar to the status of indigenous heritage languages and colonial heritage languages, 
immigrant heritage languages historically have rarely been regarded as a national resource and 
have suffered a sad fate in the U.S. because of the prejudicial belief that they are injurious to 
national loyalty (Fillmore, 1991). Critics interpret this belief as a form of the concept of 
symbolic domination, which asserts that “the dominant group ensures the legitimacy and 
reproduction of society’s power relationships between the dominating and dominated groups” 
through valuing the dominant language over subordinate ones in the education system (Oriyama, 
2010, p. 79). Although the importance of valuing diversity in the school setting has gained as a 
point of view, the awareness of heritage language as a valuable resource for schools, and even 
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for society as a whole, has not been truly popularized. Even if educators in school settings pay 
sufficient attention to immigrant children’s heritage language abilities, teaching every immigrant 
child with diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds their heritage language in the classroom is 
not practical (Shin, 2010).  
      In practice, immigrant families are confronted by various challenges and obstacles in the 
implementation of their language ideologies (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009). Language attitudes and 
linguistic practices of school-age immigrant children who are socialized by participating in an 
English-dominant society often have an impact on parents’ decisions regarding home language 
use (King et al., 2008). Some studies suggest that children of immigrants whose home language 
is not the same as the dominant language may start to socialize their parents’ language use even 
in the home domain. While some parents insist on the importance of heritage language retention 
in the home (King & Fogle, 2006), others choose to adjust their attitudes toward their children’s 
language development. Some parents go so far as to choose an English monolingual policy at 
home to be consistent with school language policy (Leung & Uchikoshi, 2012).  
      In the case of Chinese immigrants in the U.S., the definition of Chinese heritage language 
learners is understood to be people who “have Chinese ancestry, are educated primarily in 
English, may or may not speak or understand a Chinese language, [and] may be bilingual in a 
Chinese language and English” (Mu, 2015, p.27). The long history of Chinese immigrants lays 
the foundation for this Chinese awareness of the power of the English language, an 
understanding passed down from generation to generation. In spite of the growing presence of 
the Chinese language in U.S. communities -- ranked as the third most frequently spoken 
language in the U.S. (Li, 2005) — within the context of “majority/minority language status 
differences” (Reese & Goldenberg, 2006, p. 43), English still occupies the dominant place in 
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terms of acceptance.  
      Growing recognition of the challenges of heritage language maintenance in immigrant 
families has been informed by research into cultural models of parenting and language 
socialization. Distinct from research conducted by anthropologists and linguistic scholars, a third 
and more recent research field seeks to examine parental language ideology and practices with 
regard to heritage language maintenance within highly specific cultural, linguistic and political 
contexts.  
Family Language Policy 
Language Policy 
      A language policy is a set of regulations or guidelines established intentionally either to 
maintain or change the existing language practice in a speech community for certain reasons that 
involve the community’s linguistic rights (Shohamy & Spolsky, 2000). Originally referred to as 
‘language planning’, the term ‘language policy’ first appeared in 1945 when many countries 
were anxious to solve postwar problems and rebuild societies. By the beginning of the 21st 
century, the concept of language policy had developed into a number of fields, such as applied 
linguistics and public administration, and is applicable to many societal domains on various 
levels (Ricento, 2006; Shohamy & Spolsky, 2000; Spolsky, 2004; 2012).   
      The concept of language policy comprises three crucial components that elucidate the 
mechanisms of controlled language use in a given context: ‘language ideology’ refers to the 
beliefs that support how to plan and coordinate language use in a given society; ‘language 
practices’ refers to the implementation of those plans, including the specific actions that people 
try to take with regard to language; and ‘language management’ entails the efforts people make 
to adjust and influence actual language practice in a certain speech community. As an example of 
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language policy on the nationwide level, China has a long history of language evolution, 
including changing government regulations about which Chinese language is the most important 
to Chinese society.   
      Spolsky (2004) extended the concept of language policy to the area of immigrant children’s 
language socialization within the context of a linguistically and culturally diverse society. The 
standard language ideology in the U.S. continues to imply the default linguistic behavior of 
knowing and using only one language, i.e., English, in multilingual settings (Achugar, 2008; 
Wiley, 2000). Consistent with this history of resistance to the use of languages other than 
English, and in spite of living in a multilingual society, immigrants to the U.S. still undergo the 
social and political forces that English occupies in its hegemonic position (Alba et al., 2002; 
Fillmore, 2000). The model of three-generation Anglicization explicates how heritage language 
passes through generations, from the preference for speaking a heritage language at home in the 
first generation to dominant language monolinguals in the third generation of immigrants (Alba, 
et al., 2002; DeCapua et al., 2009).  
Language Policy in the Family Domain 
      The language policy that operates within the family domain is referred to as Family 
Language Policy [FLP]. Growing recognition of the need to give more research attention to new 
perspectives on family efforts to promote heritage language is conceptualized within FLP. The 
concept of FLP highlights and interprets parental decisions as intentional efforts to maintain or 
make changes to the existing language practices in the home domain. Based on the premise that 
parents and extended family members have the familial authority to evaluate and decide the 
language environment and discourse they want to create for their children’s language acquisition 
and socialization, parents and other caregivers occupy a significant position as experts in the 
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process of language ideology formation, decision-making, implementation, and strategic 
modification (DeCapua et al., 2009). Theories and research on FLP thus generally treat children 
as passive recipients of familial (most often the parents’) decisions.  
      Researchers seeking to gain deeper insights into the rationale of language maintenance and 
loss in the home domain and the diverse outcomes of children’s language development in 
immigrant families are examining parenting and family life through the lens of FLP. As a newly 
developed field, FLP scholarship addresses parental ideologies, practical implementation, and 
management strategies with regard to children’s language development in the context of a 
multilingual and multicultural society in which one or more languages are dominant (King & 
Fogle, 2013).  
      Parental Language Ideology.    
      Parental language ideology refers to core parental beliefs about the language development of 
parents’ offspring and drives their behaviors to further influence children’s language outcomes. 
Parental language ideology is driven by parental beliefs toward language practice and 
development, cultural identity, parenting, and family life. The formation of an individual’s 
language belief system is considered the result of the combined action of economic, political, 
socio-cultural, and linguistic factors as well as the individual’s educational background and 
expectations (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009). However, the process is more complex and dynamic 
when those ethnotheories (Harkness & Super, 2006) do not correspond with the new 
sociocultural context. Views on the best strategies to employ for children’s development and to 
what extent parents identify as ‘good’ parents play a part in continuing or changing parents’ 
belief systems in diverse sociocultural contexts (King & Fogle, 2006; Kim, 2011; Fogle, 2013). 
In this sense, the theoretical concept of cultural models of parenting helps in understanding the 
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implicit rationale behind the language ideology, with an additional emphasis on economic and 
political factors.  
      Language Plan and Practice. 
In line with their language beliefs, immigrant parents must consider many concrete details 
when planning and implementing a language policy, such as which language should be used and 
when, how to arrange formal and informal language instruction at home, and which literacy 
activities can be adopted to facilitate language development (King et al., 2008). Therefore, 
parental language ideologies largely guide the ways that parents choose language priorities and 
put their efforts into establishing a plan for and the management of language practice in the home 
environment. In immigrant families, parental language ideologies not be easily articulated, but 
they are transformed either consciously or subconsciously into specific language practices to 
achieve language expectations (De Houwer, 1998; Spolsky, 2004).  
Previous research has made clear that the use of the heritage language in the family domain 
is a vital contributor to its maintenance (Pillai, Soh, & Kajita, 2014). Speech input from parents 
is regarded as a direct resource in shaping children’s language experience (Verdon et al., 2014). 
In the first few years before children reach school age, verbal interactions with parents is the 
main language input in children’s language acquisition. In addition to parents, speech input from 
other family members as well as extended family members can shape children’s language 
experience (King & Fogle, 2013; Smith-Christmas, 2014, 2016). In a family with one child, 
some research has found that parents exert more effort in language input and more control over 
language use compared to parents’ language policies in families with more than one child 
(Spolsky, 2004). Early work on heritage language loss notes that, when a new sibling arrives, 
first-born immigrant children receive more heritage language input from parents, while the later-
      
 
   
                                                                              24 
 
born child actively receives English language input from the first-born child (Fillmore, 1991). 
More recent research has contributed further insights into heritage language maintenance in 
families with more than one child, noting that immigrant parents speak the heritage language to 
the later-born child less often than to the first-born child (Shin, 2010). This research highlights 
other ways in which the family is a crucial domain, given that such characteristics as the number 
of children and their birth order may determine whether the heritage language can be preserved 
or lost. Those consequences also vary with the degree of parents’ participation in heritage 
language activities.  
Language Maintenance. 
In addition to language input, parents put effort into connecting with heritage language 
programs and the immigrant community as ways to maintain and further encourage their 
children’s interest in heritage language learning and cultural knowledge. The partnership 
between immigrant parents and local community-based heritage language schools is another 
parent-involvement factor in maintaining heritage languages (Li, 2005). School-based heritage 
language programs also involve local community members, especially parents who are interested 
in preserving their children’s heritage language. Although language practice in the home 
environment is seen as a more efficient and crucial factor than heritage language programs to 
develop a heritage language (Fishman, 1991; Lao, 2004), they are mutually supplementary. 
Some research suggests that the complementary advantages are more conducive to retaining the 
mother tongue in following generations. With regard to peer influence on children’s language 
use, heritage language programs provide an immersive environment of heritage language-
speaking peers, where parents can cushion the assimilative force that comes from English-
speaking peers (Spolsky, 2004).  
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During this period of establishing a positive relationship between ethnic identity and 
heritage language maintenance, making friends of the same ethnic group may foster children’s 
interests and motivation in learning their heritage language, and they may achieve greater 
proficiency than children who have fewer friends from the same ethnic group (Caldas & Caron-
Caldas, 2000). Attending heritage language programs can also ensure regularity and frequency of 
heritage language exposure, which is not always easy to maintain consistently in actual home 
language practice. In addition, as a community service-based learning program, heritage 
language schools contribute to cultural awareness, positive attitudes towards the target language 
and culture, and a sense of belonging (Pascual y Cabo et al., 2017). 
      Some family language research has identified additional maintenance strategies that account 
for explicit and observable efforts to influence children’s practices and parental beliefs (Spolsky 
(2009), including not only deciding the language to speak but also more extreme approaches 
such as “moving to a neighborhood where there is support for family language policy” (Xiaomei, 
2017, p. 105). Family language policy scholars also examine the balance between language 
minority parents’ desire for intergenerational transmission, including transnational relationships, 
versus their quest for acceptance, both for themselves and their children, in mainstream society 
(Rong & Fitchett, 2008). From the perspective of social capital theory, the potential of language 
to enhance individual productivity appears to play a key role in the process of negotiating such 
balance (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Kim, 2011). Some studies suggest that linguistic minority 
parents may compromise their preferred heritage language maintenance policy for objectives that 
they value more. Whether parents adhere to or let go of a previously held determination to 
promote their heritage language, their behavior still counts as a decision that they make for the 
sake of their children’s language development. 
      
 
   
                                                                              26 
 
      Previous FLP studies have focused on ways that subordinate languages survive in a dominant 
language-speaking society (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Kayam & Hirsch, 2014; Pagett, 2006; 
Schwartz et al., 2013). Research by scholars in the field of FLP into immigrant parents’ language 
ideology, practices, and the need to manage their children’s language development not only 
highlights the importance of the parents’ minority status in terms of those traditional cultural 
beliefs and practices, but also provides an alternative view of immigrant parents, not as a 
vulnerable population, but rather as experts who are capable of sustaining their parental authority 
through decision-making about if and how to maintain their children’s heritage language within 
such an English-dominant context. 
Synthesis of Scholarship and New Questions 
       This dissertation builds on and is guided by these bodies of literature as they illustrate some 
of the dynamics of the complex relationships among cultural models of parenting, language 
socialization, and heritage language maintenance. Of special significance is the importance of 
better understanding what it means to be a good Chinese parent within a new sociocultural and 
political context that offers some educational choices. Specifically, given the priority aim to help 
children succeed in mainstream society as minorities, Chinese immigrant parents must balance 
tensions and conflicts that result from competing desires in order to preserve the 
intergenerational transmission of their language and culture. Although heritage language was not 
originally a focus of the Cultural Models Study, interviews and observations revealed parents’ 
diverse perceptions and difficult negotiations regarding heritage language maintenance (New, 
2016; Wu, 2017).  These findings raised new questions about how and why immigrant parents 
are—or are not—supporting heritage language for their young children. This research 
experience, in combination with the research literature, has influenced my intent to include 
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greater attention to parental decision-making and the meaning of heritage language in family life 
and children’s early education. Chapter 3 outlines the specific research questions to be addressed 





      
 
   





Chapter 3:  Methodology 
Conceptual Framework  
     The conceptual framework of this dissertation is informed by three theoretical interpretations 
of sociocultural influences on parenting and language socialization in immigrant families with 
young children. The first theoretical interpretation is cultural models of parenting and child 
development (LeVine, 1996; New, 2019), which is also the theoretical framework of the larger 
Cultural Models Study. As addressed in Chapter 2, the concept of cultural models is broad and 
includes shared ideas, beliefs, goals, and strategies. Of special importance to this dissertation is 
the theoretical emphasis on “moral imperatives for guiding decision-making and actions” (Quinn 
& Holland, 1987). The theory of cultural models will help elicit and explain the rationale behind 
the perceptions, decision making, and routinized parenting practices of Chinese immigrant 
parents in terms of their children’s language development and socialization. This theory is 
compatible with two other theoretical frameworks that guide this study, the second of which is 
language socialization theory. The conceptualization of language socialization interprets 
language as “a fundamental medium in children’s development of social and cultural knowledge 
and sensibilities” (Ochs, Schieffelin & Duranti 2012, p. 1). In other words, this theory refers not 
only to socialization to use language but also socialization through the use of language 
(Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). Language socialization theory will help gain a better understanding 
of Chinese immigrant parents’ efforts towards their children’s socialization through language use 
in the home and beyond during the course of their transition into an English-dominant early 
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school system. The last theoretical component that is central to this study is FLP, which pertains 
to parental decision-making with regard to heritage language maintenance of linguistic minority 
children. Family Language Policy literature considers parental decisions as intentional efforts to 
maintain or make changes to the existing language practices in the home domain (Shohamy & 
Spolsky, 2000). Research on FLP, reviewed in Chapter 2, highlights language beliefs or 
ideology, language practices, and language management as keys to understanding the role of 
parents in immigrant children’s language socialization within the context of a linguistically and 
culturally diverse society.  See figure 1 for how the conceptual framework helped narrow the 
questions. 
      Figure 1 
      Conceptual Framework 
 
 
      
 
   
                                                                              30 
 
Research Design   
      Given the growing presence of Chinese immigrants in the U.S. specifically and the increase 
in immigrant population more generally, some U.S. school districts are now offering dual-
language programs in Chinese and English. Yet little is known about immigrant parents’ beliefs 
about the importance of heritage language, their perceptions of dual-language programs, their 
language use in the home and community, and immigrant family life in relation to heritage 
language in the period of early childhood.  
Research Questions 
      This dissertation thus extends the conceptual framework of the original Cultural Models 
study by incorporating theoretical premises and research methodology relevant to the study of 
language socialization and family language policies to address the fundamental question: What 
are the values, beliefs, and goals as evidenced in parenting socialization decisions in relation to 
children’s heritage language learning as they change over time?  Both empirical and theoretical 
scholarship guided my broad research goal about parental efforts in maintaining Chinese young 
immigrant children’s heritage language retention to include specific research questions: 
1. What are parental language ideologies—including cultural values, beliefs, goals, and 
hopes--regarding heritage language maintenance and the English language development 
of young children from Chinese immigrant families?  
2. How are these language ideologies reflected in parental discourses, family life and efforts 
at home and beyond regarding children’s language development?  
3. In what ways do parents’ ideologies and efforts change over time and what are the 
influences (family, transnational, socio-political) on these changes?  
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Setting  
      This study took place in one progressive school district in a southeastern state experiencing a 
rapid growth in Chinese and Latinx populations. Such growth was accompanied by an increasing 
percentage of ESL speakers and growing demand for educational resources. The choice of this 
study’s single school district was based on the fact that all but one Chinese family in the Cultural 
Models Study lived in this district. In addition, this school district offers families a 
Mandarin/English dual-language program or, for those with limited English proficiency, a 
traditional ESL program, beginning in pre-Kindergarten (pre-K) for those who are income-
eligible and continuing through middle school.     
Participants 
       This study utilizes data from two participant groups, one embedded within the other. The 
Cultural Models Study included 15 families of young children from two school districts (n = 8 
Chinese and n = 7 Latinx immigrant families) for varying lengths of time over four years of data 
collection.4  To provide background information relevant to this dissertation, select data on the 8 
Chinese families was reviewed and synthesized, including parents’ interpretations of children’s 
readiness and goals for early education.   Research team members are constructing in-depth 
portrayals in the form of case studies of six families, three from each cultural group. Given the 
potential of this dissertation to continue such in-depth attention to the complexity of immigrant 
parent interpretations and support for heritage language maintenance, the primary participants in 
this dissertation are three Chinese families selected from the larger set (n = 8) of Chinese family 
participants, only one of which is a Case Study in the Cultural Models study. These families 
 
4Four families (2 Latinx, 2 Chinese) participated only in the first year of the study when the child was enrolled in 
Pre-K; three families (2 Chinese, 1 Latinx) participated for two years of data collection (Pre-K and K); nine families 
remained in the study for three years (Pre-K, K, and 1st grade). Families with younger children who became eligible 
for Pre-K were invited (and agreed) to participate in a 4th year of data collection.  
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constituted a subsample of families with specific characteristics (two with two different Chinese 
languages), all residing in one district (with dual-language programs)  
      The selection of the case study families was not random, but intentional, in order to address 
the research questions. The selection of those particular families was further motivated by these 
previously noted initial findings of the Cultural Models study, which noted parents’ ambivalence 
about dual-language programs and the idea of dual language, especially in those households 
where a family speaks something other than Mandarin at home. The selection process was 
further facilitated by a process of pairwise comparisons that identified several features that were 
in common as well as characteristics that distinguished these families from other Chinese 
immigrant families in the larger Cultural Models Study.  
      One family distinction was noted in the previous research review as influential to heritage 
language maintenance: family size (all three case study families have three or four children, 
while other Chinese families in the Cultural Models study had 2 children). The larger family size 
also allows for the study of more variation in birth order, also noted as influential in terms of 
family language practices.  In terms of home language use, two of the three case study families 
speak different Chinese languages--Cantonese and Fuzhou, sometimes referred to as “dialects”, 
which are distinct from the larger Mandarin-speaking Chinese immigrant population in this 
community. Grandparents in these two families also spoke the “dialect” and contrary, to the 
parents, did not speak English or Mandarin. This family language characteristic not only 
provided an opportunity to study heritage language maintenance in trilingual home 
environments.  It also allowed for an opportunity to consider a family’s ‘linguistic minority 
status’ within the immigrant community.   
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The potential significance of this diversity in family ‘s home language has been noted by 
linguistic scholars and warrants a brief explanation. The term ‘dialect’ is often used to refer to a 
non-mainstream variety of language and to distinguish a linguistic variety from a language that is 
officially state-sanctioned or has high social prestige (Romaine, 2000). While no language 
variety is linguistically superior to any other, the social or political valuation may contribute to a 
language variety’s perceived high or low prestige; and, within a given culture or community 
context, such language ‘variation’ can confer social advantages and disadvantages. Another 
interpretation of the concept of “dialects” is that they represent different varieties of the same 
language that have evolved over time and in different geographic locations.  In that sense, 
linguistic or “dialect” differences are interpreted as markers of affiliation, personal or group 
identities of ‘who we are and where we come from’ (Comrie, 2009; Romaine, 2000). In the case 
of Chinese languages, Mandarin, Cantonese as well as other language varieties may all be 
considered ‘dialects’ in China, even as elements of social prestige and geographic identities vary 
as a function of interpretation. 
      To closely investigate the language use in multilingual home environment, I also chose one 
more family with three children, in which there is no additional Chinese language but Mandarin 
involved, as a comparison.  This third family is the only one among the three case study families 
whose children had no dual language program experience and no grandparents in the household. 
See Table 1 for these, and other characteristics of the three case study families, including birth 
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Table 1         
 
Family Characteristics  
 
Family ID 501 504 607 
Target Child 
    Name 
(Pseudonym) 
Lingqi Zhang Aiwen Xing Tian Li 
    
Early 
Education5  











































Family Members  

























and forth between 
















Parental Education  
 
5There is no public Mandarin-English dual-language program at PreK. 
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Data Collection Tools and Strategies 
      In order to answer the research questions, two sets of data are essential to this study: relevant 
findings from the Cultural Models Study, including some collected prior to my involvement, and 
other data collected for this specific study.   
      Existing Data from Cultural Models Study. 
      The Cultural Models study included three primary data collection strategies:6 person-centered 
interviews, ethnographic observations, and SPOT phone observations. For the purpose of this 
study, only the first two sets of data were selected and reviewed.  
      Person-centered Interviews. 
      The Cultural Models study research team conducted a series of semi-structured interviews at 
regular intervals, in most cases at the beginning of the school year, mid-year, and at the end of 
the school year. Interview questions focused on parental beliefs about and goals for children’s 
early learning, interpretations of school readiness, and children’s transitions into early childhood 
settings, beginning in preschool. Questions of school readiness and children’s early transition 
into kindergarten were asked again at the end of the Cultural Models Study, thus allowing for 
consideration of changes over time.  
 
6The original funding proposal, New, 2013. 
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      Some of those early interview responses are relevant to this study of heritage language 
maintenance. Following an initial review of audio recordings of interviews, only parental 
responses, spontaneous remarks or field notes regarding children’s English language, Mandarin, 
and other two Chinese languages, and school decisions were identified and summarized. Field 
notes by the principal investigator and data collectors and home observations were similarly 
reviewed for data relevant to parental perceptions and family language practices with regard to 
children’s language development, including English and heritage language maintenance.  See 
Table 2 for the distribution of interviews with each family over time.   
Table 2 
Number of Interviews in Cultural Model Study by Year 
 Lingqi’s Family Aiwen’s Family Tian’s Family 
2015 2   
2016 3 5 1 
2017 3 4 7 
2018 2 3 2 
2019 1 2 1 
Total  11 14 11 
 
      Ethnographic Observations. 
      Home observations in the Cultural Models study were guided by the theoretical framework 
of the home as a ‘developmental niche’, a concept consisting of physical and social settings  as 
well as observable patterns of interaction as they represent cultural belief systems and structure 
child development (Super & Harkness, 1986). Special attention was placed on socialization 
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practices, routine child-care discourse and learning opportunities, including school-related 
activities and the availability of literacy materials and other educational resources.   
      Newly Collected Data. 
       Data collection strategies for this dissertation include expansions to those of the Cultural 
Models study, and an additional data collection strategy specific to this study of heritage 
language maintenance, as follows: 
      Heritage Language Maintenance Interviews. 
      A final interview was conducted with each family focused explicitly on heritage language 
maintenance.  Interview questions drew upon the previously reviewed, and echo the model of 
Family Language Policy research. The primary focus of the heritage language maintenance 
(HLM) interview was on questions about parental beliefs concerning the value of English, 
Mandarin, and –for two families, other Chinese languages.  Other interview topics included 
parent experiences of language learning, language practices among family members and 
extended family in and beyond home, and parental views on dual-language programs. 7   
      Ethnographic Observations.  
      Ethnographic home observations were expanded to include additional foci in order to 
complement insights gained from the additional interview questions, especially with regard to 
Family Language Practices. Attention was given to both explicit and invisible features identified 
in the FLP literature as being linked to overt planning of home language use (Spolsky, 2004, 
2009); as well as features of physical and social settings linked to the home literacy environment 
noted in previous ethnographic studies as supports for children’s early language and literacy 
development (Duursma et al., 2007; Snow, 1983, 1993).  
 
7See Appendix B Heritage Language Maintenance Interview Protocol 
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1) Environment of Households: Greater attention in terms of 
• Culture- or language-related decorations, displays, bulletin boards, etc.   
• Media resources, e.g., TV, computers, smart phones 
• Literacy materials, e.g., books, magazines, newspapers 
2) Language Practices:  
• Formal and informal language activities, e.g., helping with homework 
(who, and which language); bedtime stories (who, and which language) 
• Language choice and discourse patterns of interactions between child and 
other family members, such as parents, siblings, and grandparents  
      Dinner-Time Table Conversation8 
      Cultural, linguistic, and affective outcomes of language socialization often are studied within 
the context of “socially organized speech activities between young children and family 
members” (Duff & Talmy, 2011; Kernan, 1992). Family dinner-time is just such a socially 
organized occasion that 1) is also a cultural routine filled with cultural and familial traditions;  
2) is likely to include not only more family members but also occasional guests; and 3) has the 
potential to function as a transnational space. Furthermore, according to sociolinguistic research 
in the home domain (Miller, 1982) at the dinner table, the direct instruction given by parents, 
other caregivers, and/or older siblings often reflects the family’s language ideology and cultural 
beliefs. For these reasons, the decision was made to collect audio recordings of dinner-time 
conversations in the three case study families.  The hope was that this data would provide a more 
precise picture of social interaction, language maintenance, and language socialization through 
language choices and discourse patterns among family members (Chu, 2015; DeCapua & 
 
8Approved by IRB 18-1409, see Appendix A Parent-Adult Consent Form 
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Wintergerst, 2009; Pan, 1995; Pitton, 2013; Smith-Cristmas, 2016). 
      Each family was tape-recorded during the family dinner-time on four separate occasions. The 
audio-recording ideally was begun just prior to the time the family members were seated at the 
table and ended when the target child finished dinner and left the table. To ensure that all 
families understood the directions, I joined them for the first dinner in order to explain how to 
use the tape recorder and to request that, to the extent possible, they ignore the tape recorder and 
talk together as they normally do. I also advised them to turn off the tape recorder if any family 
member felt that their conversation should be private and not treated as data. In the subsequent 
audio-recordings, the tape recorder was placed on the dinner table and I remained outside the 
dining area where I was able to listen to their conversation and take notes to capture the context 
of their talk. I reviewed the audio file following each visit to confirm the quality of the tape 
recording and asked the parents to explain if there were any occasions that seemed unclear or 
unusual and were typical/noteworthy.   
Data Analysis 
      The whole process of data analysis taught me a new appreciation for the word ‘iterative’. 
Figure 2 shows the process of how I went back and forth to review the data, gained new insights 
and questions, and made decisions about ways to modify coding schemes and analyze and 
interpret the data. In the initial rounds of review of the data, as described previously, I looked for 
relevant data from the Cultural Models study and integrated that data with responses from the 
Heritage Language Maintenance interviews and observations.  I then reviewed dinner table 
transcriptions multiple times, looking for common themes and family-specific discourses. Then, 
I adopted a visualization strategy9 to organize this large data set, which allowed me to begin to 
 
9Inspiration Maps is a versatile tool for organizing information in a variety of ways.  
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identify patterns and collate initial findings according to categories or themes supported by 
literature reviews regarding heritage language maintenance (Miller, 1982; Curdt-Christiansen, 
2009; Lee et al., 2015; Phillips, 2010; etc.). Then, I moved to the second round of the data review 
with more specific attention on heritage language. As I moved back and forth across the data 
sources and the three families, I continued to modify these thematic categories based on the 
particular characteristics of each family story. Meanwhile, I returned to look again at other data 
from the Cultural Models study and this study, such as field notes and home observations and 
even conversations among family members recorded during the interviews, to see if they fit or 
filled gaps.  
      Figure 2 
      Data Analysis Process 
 
       
 
      Ethnographic Interviews. 
Review, identify and situate data year by 
year
Create coding book
Review the data with more specific 
attention
Modifiy coding book
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      All the data were stored using DedooseTM Software10. To address the research questions of 
this dissertation, first I created a raw coding book in DedooseTM based on the search criteria. The 
criteria for searching and analyzing the data were aligned with the research questions, as 
explained in Table 3. Next, I iteratively reviewed the data from the Cultural Models Study with a 
sharper lens on DedooseTM to identify and situate the data per family by year. All the coded 
excerpts were transcribed and translated. Afterwards, I used the same code book to review the 
data from the Heritage Language Maintenance Interview to fill the gaps that the Cultural Models 
Study did not address.  
      Inspired by the previous empirical findings and methodological strategies, and in order to 
answer the research questions, I organized and sorted the selected transcriptions into three main 
themes in line with the model of FLP, which includes parental language ideology, language 
practice, and management (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Kheirkhah & Cekaite, 2015; Lee et al., 
2015; Spolsky, 2012; Zhang & Slaughter-Defoe, 2009; etc.). Additionally, in order to investigate 
changes in Family Language Policies over time, I marked all the transcriptions with the year 




10DedooseTM is a web-based software program used to support and store ethnographic data, including videos, 
audio-recordings, and field notes (http://www.dedoose.com/). This program allows for immediate uploading and 
coding of data with automatic reliability tests. 
      
 
   




1. What are parental language 
ideologies—values, beliefs, goals, and 
hopes regarding heritage language 
maintenance and English language 
development of young children from 
Chinese immigrant families?  
a. Parents’ beliefs about child’s heritage 
language maintenance, English 
language development, and the roles 
of language varieties and cultural 
identity 
b. Parents’ expectations about their 
child’s heritage language 
maintenance, English language 
development, and other language 
varieties  
c. Child’s language competence: heritage 
language, English, other Chinese 
language varieties  
d. Parents’ perceptions of bilingual and 
dual-language programs  
2. How are these language ideologies 
reflected in parental discourse and 
efforts at home and beyond regarding 
children’s language development?  
a. Language practices and management 
strategies regarding parents’ language 
beliefs in the home and the larger 
community  
b. Language use among family 
members: which language (English, 
Mandarin, and whether Chinese 
language varieties are involved), and 
who speaks and to whom 
c. Influential factors: siblings, extended 
family, socio-economic status, 
parents’ education background 
d. Difficulties, challenges, and 
confusions 
e. Language discourse patterns and 
content 
3. In what ways do parents’ ideologies 
and efforts related to heritage 
language maintenance and English 
language development change over 
time and what are the influences 
(family, transnational, socio-political) 
on these changes?  
a. Changes in FLP (perceptions and 
practices regarding child’s language 
development) over time 
b. Influential factors on the changes 
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      Dinner-Time Table Conversation.   
      This data set was the most labor intensive and also most immediately meaningful in terms of 
Family Language Policies.  I transcribed and translated all twelve audiotapes into Mandarin. 
During the process, I independently transcribed the four audiotapes from Lingqi’s family 
(Mandarin and English) and four audiotapes from Tian’s family (Mandarin, Cantonese, and 
English) because, though a native Mandarin speaker, I can understand Cantonese. For the four 
audiotapes from Aiwen’s family (Mandarin, Fuzhou dialect, and English), I transcribed the 
Mandarin and English and asked the mother for help in translating the Fuzhou dialect. I color-
coded all four languages. 
       In the first layer of review and analysis, I generated a coding protocol based on the 
theoretical frameworks that guided this study. I used Inspiration Maps11 to visualize and outline 
the categories for each family. For example, the social actors and norms at dinner-time include 
the presence of nuclear and extended family members, visitors (adults/children), and 
expectations of children and adults (i.e., when is it okay to begin eating, when is it okay to leave 
the table). For the language discourse patterns and content, the emphasis was placed on the 
language choice and socialization strategies in which occasions and ways of conveying 
emotions, motivations, and knowledge among the actors at dinner time are presented (Blum-
Kulka, 2012; D’Andrade, 1984; Pitton, 2013). Specifically, the discourse patterns of adult-child 
focused on parent-child, grandparent-child, and visitor-child (e.g., parents’ reaction to children’s 
behaviors, feeding strategies), and the child-child discourse patterns focused on siblings (e.g., 
older siblings taking care of younger ones) and visitors (cousins, friends).  
 
11See Appendix C: Example Data Analysis via Inspiration Maps (Tian’s Family). 
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      For the second round of the review, I identified common topics of conversation among the 
three families. For example, when I was first listening to the recordings, I realized that everyone 
was talking about the food and table manners. Then, I started searching and locating the excerpts 
that involved these topics and highlighted all the selected excerpts in the transcriptions of the 12 
table recordings. As I more precisely reviewed and sorted the excerpts from each dinner-table 
discussion of the individual families, I realized that some omitted excerpts could be 
recategorized (Ten Have, 2007; Pitton, 2013; Duranti et al., 2012). For instance, dining etiquette 
in China is an important part of Chinese catering culture that includes a series of strict rules 
about what to do and what not to do at the table, such as seating arrangements, chopstick 
etiquette, and so forth. Some of the table manners are more ritualized with traditions and 
superstitions found in the Eastern world. Likewise, Chinese food or ingredients can provide good 
opportunities for parents to design a task-centered heritage language activity, such as naming  
(Fernandes, 2019). Introducing foods can be seen as an implicit approach to introducing children 
to traditions and values of Chinese culture and to the country. In this process, I began to capture 
individual differences in the topics and also in the discourse patterns. After I revisited all the 
dinner-table tapes, I created a general list of categories that differed slightly for each family, as 
presented in Table 4.  
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Table 4 
Dinner-Table Conversation Coding Categories 
Dinner Context a. Dish served 
b. Social actors 
c. Conversation topics 
Language Use/Choice Which language they are using 
Social/Cultural Norms a. Chinese food/American Food 
b. Table manners/dining etiquette 
c. Obedience, such as following 
directions, respecting parents, etc. 
d. Eating habits 
e. Task-centered heritage language 
learning activities, such as naming, 
requests for translation, etc. (Miller, 
1982;  Fernandes, 2019) 





Child as socialization agent (Kheirkhah & 
Cekaite, 2015) 
a. Socialize parents  
b. Socialize siblings  
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      Dinner-table talk also can be used as a strategy to look at the consistency between what 
parents say about their children’s heritage language maintenance in the interviews and what they 
actually do in the home domain regarding their FLP. For example, hypothetically, parents may 
assert that they speak mainly Mandarin and sometimes English at home but the distinction is 
blurry. When I reviewed the discourse patterns, I realized that I could not focus only on their 
discussion about food but I wanted to see the whole dinner. I want to see the whole picture of the 
dinner-table talk, which was not included in my original proposal plan. For example, the father 
was not always present, which allowed me to see whether his presence made a difference. 
Quantitative analysis allowed me to show more of “the whole picture” using the data I already 
had available.  
      To capture a more precise picture of which language is the most frequently used and by 
whom throughout the dinner-table talk, I calculated the percentage per language and per person 
of each audiotape. I also employed a strategy used by other scholars (Said and Zhu, 2019) to 
capture the frequency of ‘turn’ as defined by Levionson (1983), which refers to “a time during 
which a single participant speaks”.  With the Said and Zhu study for reference, I considered how 
the children in these multilingual families mobilized their multiple and developing linguistic 
repertoires creatively to assert their agency in language use and socialization, first by counting 
the turns of each person in each audiotape. Synchronously, the language choice of each person 
was coded as Mandarin, English, Cantonese, Fuzhou dialect, or code-mixing.  Percentages were 
then calculated to indicate not only the frequency of turns but also deeper insights into each 
family’s language dynamics; including, for example, the percentage of turns by the target child, 
who has the most turns, and which language is the dominant language during dinner-table talk. 
Considering the mobility of the different family members who were present across the four 
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dinners, I also calculated the number of all turns as a percentage of times each person was 
present. Results of these analytic strategies are summarized in Chapter 4. 
      Ethnographic Observations. 
      The observational data consists of narratives and field notes that were important in obtaining 
more precise images of their invisible Family Language Practices (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009b) as 
illustrated through home environments as developmental niches (Super & Harkness, 1986). The 
analysis of home observation notes focused on the following elements. 
1) Environment of Households includes: 
a. Physical environment: e.g., decorations that reflect Chinese culture and language 
elements, English alphabet chart, Chinese characters chart, etc. 
b. Literacy materials: quantity, type (books, magazines, newspapers, 
notes/announcements/flyers from school, etc.), language, and for whom.   
c. Media resources: type (e.g., TV, internet, radio, smart phone apps, etc.), parents’ 
control of access to media resources (who is and is not allowed and in certain 
times or frequency, purpose of use, etc.) (Spolsky, 2009, 2012; Xiaomei, 2017) 
2) Languages Practices  
a. Languages spoken in the home among everyone present: by whom, to whom, 
language choice, including English, Mandarin, and other Chinese language 
varieties if involved, e.g., whether the child is encouraged or discouraged to use 
which language. 
b. Adult-child discourse patterns: parent-child, grandparent-child, other adults such 
as relatives and neighbors present if involved, e.g., socialization strategies, ways 
of conveying emotions, praise, etc.  
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c. Child-child discourse patterns: siblings, other children present such as cousins and 
friends if involved, e.g., older child pretends to be a teacher to teach younger child 
what s/he learned in school, etc. 
Analysis of this data set was used to inform the three emerging portraits of the case study 
families, with the intent to illustrate family lives and immigrant parenting beliefs and practices as 
they reflect traditional cultural models, interpretations of young children’s experiences, 
community and transnational support networks, and Family Language policies, -- all in relation 
to children’s language socialization in U.S. society. Thanks to the longitudinal component, this 
portrait also includes the emotional demands associated with parental authority and to possible 
changes in those beliefs and practical decision-making. As described in Chapter 4, this 
methodological approach not only contributes to a better understanding of the meanings and 
means of heritage language in three Chinese immigrant families but also to much needed 
appreciation of the diversity of family life and parenting of young children subsumed under the 
label of Chinese immigrants. 
  
      
 
   





Chapter 4 Results 
      This chapter summarizes a large and mixed-method data set as it responds to the research 
questions, by means of an in-depth study of three Chinese immigrant families.  In order to better 
understand the significance of what was learned from and about those three families, this chapter 
begins by placing them within the context of the somewhat larger group of immigrant families 
who participated in the Cultural Models Study.  The following discussion is based on 
preliminary findings of the research team, of which I was an active participant.   
Chinese Group in Cultural Models Study 
Family Structure and Family Life 
      All Chinese families who participated in this study include a father, mother, and two or more 
(up to 4) children. Most of the families (6 out of 8) have grandparents who, over the four years of 
this study, traveled back and forth between China and the U.S. to help take care of the children, 
which is traditional family practice in Chinese families.  
      These families had various degrees of engagement with the local Chinese immigrant 
community, including regular attendance at Chinese church and Chinese afterschool programs 
and use of a network platform, Wechat, for group chatting with other Chinese people living in 
the area. They also maintained connections with relatives and friends in China via WeChat, in 
addition to occasional trips (by some or all family members) to China.  Access to technological 
and community resources opened a door for many immigrant families to engage in an 
environment where they could remain involved in familiar activities and find other Chinese 
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families who speak Mandarin, even while blending in the English-dominant society, such as 
going to the local library. All of the parents in this study have taken advantage of these 
resources, some more frequently than others, to offer their children more opportunities to share 
experiences associated with Chinese culture and languages and to also emphasize the importance 
of being involved in the local community even while remaining connected to their families.   
Family Language Policies and Priorities  
      According to the parental narratives and ethnographic observations, more than one language 
is in use in their daily life and English is not the dominantly spoken language in the homes of the 
Chinese families who participated in Cultural Models study. That is, although English was 
preferred among the younger generation, it still did not take the place of the family’s heritage 
language, especially when the parents and grandparents were present. In general, the oldest 
sibling is able to speak more fluent Mandarin than the younger children. For the grandparents, 
language is one of the biggest challenges they face when living in an English-speaking country. 
Yet, for their grandchildren who are growing up in the U.S., the use and competence of the 
English language incrementally has begun to outweigh their home language. The language gap 
has become a critical issue across generations in Chinese immigrant families. Therefore, barrier-
free communication among all the family members is very important to these families.  
      The use of each language among the eight Chinese immigrant family members has changed 
over the years, especially as the children have gone to school, but home observations suggest that 
language patterns and preferences within the home environment have remained relatively stable. 
All the parents highly valued bilingualism and expected, from the beginning, that their children 
would to acquire the ability to speak more than one language in this multicultural and 
multilingual society. From their perspectives, apart from learning English, learning Mandarin is 
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also important, not only to maintain their cultural roots but also because of the enhanced status of 
Mandarin in the global market (New, 2017). 
      The families in this Chinese group share many features in common but they are also 
individually different in various ways. In particular, the three selected families are unique with 
regard to heritage language maintenance. The following case studies are based on a synthesis of 
data collected in the Cultural Models study and the more focused data collected for this 
dissertation about parental language ideologies and decision-making with respect to children’s 
heritage language maintenance in an English-dominant society. 
  
      
 
   





      This family of five lives in a single-family home in a middle- to upper-class neighborhood.  
Family members in the home include the father (Zhiyuan Zhang), mother (Lihua Wang), older 
sister (Jiaxi Zhang), older brother (Mingqi Zhang), and the target child (Lingqi Zhang), who is 
six years younger than his older brother. The grandparents from both sides have not visited them 
since they immigrated to the U.S., nor had the parents returned to China with their children until 
the summer vacation after Lingqi finished his 1st grade year to visit the grandparents. Several 
other Chinese families live in this community within walking distance of Lingqi’s home, but 
most of the children are Lingqi’s older brother’s age. Two Christian churches are nearby, open to 
all, offer some classes in Chinese, and hold Chinese worship and Sunday school classes. The 
mother volunteers in the Chinese Sunday school to take care of the children in church.  
      The father is employed as an engineer and commutes between Virginia and Mississippi for 
work. The family lived in Virginia until 2014 and then moved to North Carolina because it is 
located between Virginia and Mississippi. Of all mothers in the Chinese Models study, this 
mother had the most experience with different school systems in three different countries: 
Canada, China, and the United States. During the time of this study, the father was not able to 
spend much time with the children but he tried to play with them during weekends when he was 
home every other week. The mother described on several occasions that she felt a lot of pressure 
in taking care of children on her own. She explained that she began taking Lingqi to swimming 
class when he was five months old because she wanted to cultivate his hobbies and the doctor 
had suggested that such physical activity would release her postpartum depression. When she 
 
12All family names are pseudonyms. 
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agreed to participate in the Cultural Models Study in 2015, the mother described her job as 
housewife. Once Lingqi was in 1st grade in 2017, the mother took a part-time job in a local 
lighting company. The father moved to a division of the company that was located in another 
city in North Carolina in the same year, which entailed a commute of approximately 40 minutes. 
These are just some of the residential and parenting challenges experienced or described by this 
family over the course of the longer Cultural Models study.   
When describing family life activities, this mother made frequent comparisons between her 
children, often referencing their temperaments, school achievement, and their places of birth.    
Lingqi’s older brother was born in Canada. According to his mother, the older brother became 
responsible for some simple housework when he was very little. In the final interview, when 
Lingqi was in 2nd grade, she explained that the older brother had started learning cooking and 
thus all his housework responsibilities were turned over to Lingqi. According to the mother’s 
descriptions and other limited information captured from the interviews and observations, the 
older brother is a caring, polite, responsible, and intelligent child. Because the father is not able 
to stay at home all the time, the older brother helps to fix basic things at home, such as changing 
bulbs and repairing pipes. During most of my visits to this family, the older brother was in the 
study working on his homework or helping the mother entertain me with tea or cakes.  
      Lingqi, the target child, was born in Virginia. The family moved to North Carolina and their 
current home when Lingqi was two years old.  The parents did not send him to any childcare 
programs until he went to pre-K, mainly because of the financial burden. During that time, the 
mother took Lingqi to several activities, such as the story-telling program at the local library and 
swimming class, so he could play with other children his age. When he was in pre-K, the teacher 
told Lingqi’s mother that he was having fights with his peers, which worried the mother very 
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much for several months. With help and guidance from his mother and improvement in his 
English, Lingqi was able to make friends at school and get along well with them. He could not 
speak good English at the very beginning but improved very quickly. The mother reported with 
pride that a neighborhood mother had offered Lingqi a job if he would teach her child Mandarin. 
At the time of this study, Lingqi is passionate about Lego and the Star Wars series and, 
according to his mother, is able to play alone for a long time.  
Table 5 
Lingqi’s and Siblings’ Ages and Grade Levels for Each Year in the Cultural Models Study 
501 Birth date/place 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
Jiaxi Zhang 
Older Sister 





Middle School High School 
Lingqi Zhang 
Target Child 
2011/U.S. Pre-K K 1st  2nd  3rd  
Note. Data for this dissertation were collected in 2018-2019. 
 
China Background and Immigrant History 
      Although the parents originally are from difference provinces in China, they each speak 
Mandarin rather than other language varieties. The father earned a bachelor’s degree in 
engineering in China and used to work in a multinational corporation in the China branch as an 
engineer. The mother worked in the same company. The mother went to college in China (a 2-
year program) studying accounting and worked in the same company. The parents were married 
in China in 1998. The whole family (father, mother, older sister, and older brother) moved to 
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Canada and then went back to Beijing, China where the older sister attended kindergarten. 
Afterwards, they immigrated to the U.S. in 2007 because of the father’s job relocation.   
Parental Language Ideology Regarding Children’s Language Development 
      This family’s (mother’s) beliefs about children’s language development reflect their 
international experiences as well as her interpretations of her children’s challenges and successes 
in U.S. schools.  The mother frequently referenced her older children’s school experiences when 
asked about her beliefs about early learning and language socialization, as illustrated in her 
description of her daughter—the oldest of her three children, who was born and attended 
kindergarten in China –when she first enrolled in an English-dominant school.   
She (older sister) had experienced the inconvenience and difficulties that the language 
barrier brought to her, especially when she got laughed at in classroom when she 
mispronounced “A, B, C” as Chinese Pinyin. She was aware of the importance of language 
and spent almost a year to work hard to catch up. Afterwards, she has been actively 
offering help to newcomers like translation, interpretation, and homework.13 
 
Beliefs about Heritage Language Maintenance, English Language Learning, and 
Culture Identity. 
 
      Similar to many people who have been influenced by mass media, educators, and even 
academic studies, Lingqi’s mother believes that the earlier children start to learn more than one 
language, the faster they will master the second language. In this family, the idea of maintaining 
children’s Mandarin has been rooted in the parents’ minds for a long time, since they moved to 
Canada. Living in a Chinese community in Canada gave them an opportunity to learn from other 
Chinese families about navigating an English-dominant society. The fact that the mother noticed 
from many of the parents that they did not have time to help their children learn Mandarin 
 
13Jiaxi’s college application letter in 2017. 
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influenced her decision and inspired her to focus on keeping her children’s Mandarin their first 
language, especially before her children enrolled in mainstream school.  
We insist to speak and learn Mandarin at home, they have to maintain their Mandarin. 
They can learn English at school and we would be happy if they can learn other 
languages. (CMS-Lingqi’s mother-2015) 
      With the experience of raising two older children, the mother developed her own philosophy 
about how to encourage her children’s Mandarin language competencies in an English-dominant 
environment, including the critical period of learning Mandarin and the role of perseverance as a 
contributor in heritage language maintenance.  
I think the significant period of learning Mandarin is from 0-3 years old. When they get 
into school at 4, they start to learn English. It would be very difficult for them to keep 
Mandarin if they didn’t have sufficient language input. (HLM-Lingqi’s mother-2019) 
      In contrast to previous studies of the mutual and positive impacts between cultural identity 
and heritage language maintenance, Lingq’s mother does not agree that learning Mandarin 
contributes to the construction of their ethnic identity. In this family, the three children have 
their own understanding about their identities and being able to speak Mandarin does have a 
significant influence on their perception. When the children seemed confused about their 
identity, this mother described her decision to leave them space to think rather than intervene 
and reinforce. However, she still acknowledges the importance of teaching children the value of 
Chinese culture.  
My second one is learning French because he wants to go back to Canada in the future. 
He was born in Canada and somehow, he sees himself as a Canadian.  My daughter is 
holding Chinese passport so she thinks herself as Chinese. They hang three different flags 
on their doors, Canada, China and U.S. Sometimes he [Lingqi] is confused and asks me 
who he is. I only tell him that his parents are Chinese and let him to figure it out himself. 
(HLM-Lingqi’s mother-2019) 
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According to this mother, one of the reasons that her three children are willing to learn and 
speak Mandarin is that they are aware of the fact that their parents speak Mandarin and their 
English is not very good for daily conversation.  
      Meaning of Maintaining Heritage Language. 
      In this family, several reasons and benefits support the children’s learning of Mandarin. First, 
learning Mandarin is beneficial for communication among family members. The mother thinks 
that, even though they have lived in an English-speaking society for many years, she and her 
husband still cannot speak very good English. If all the family members can speak Mandarin, on 
the one hand, they can help the children with their homework in Mandarin, especially math and 
science subjects. Communication with extended family members, especially grandparents in 
China, is also an important factor in maintaining Mandarin. Furthermore, considering the 
increasing number of students from China that are enrolled in local schools, speaking Mandarin 
may expand their social circle and activities. For example, they can make friends with these 
students from China and help each other when they have academic troubles. On the other hand, 
the gap of English language competence between parents and children raises concerns about the 
language use of her children. If they all speak Mandarin at home, it will be easier for the parents 
to monitor their children’s language use. 
When they are speaking English, sometimes we don’t know what they are talking about. I 
cannot tell whether they are using bad language. (HLM-Lingqi’s mother-2019) 
      Another reason for encouraging Mandarin is because, in the mother’s view, is because being 
able to speak Mandarin helps build children’s confidence. This mother believes that it is very 
important to the children to maintain bilingual competence and that being able to speak more 
than one language is beneficial to building confidence. According to the mother’s narratives 
during the past three years, speaking both Mandarin and English allowed Lingqi to land his first 
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‘job’ as an interpreter at school for students who came from China and could not speak English 
well. The experience of working as an interpreter for his peers made him more confident among 
his classmates. Also, mother was also confident that their ability to speak Mandarin opens a door 
for the children, providing more opportunities and choices in the job market in the future. They 
would not be limited to living in English-speaking countries but could return to China as the 
trend of economic globalization increases.  
If they cannot find a good job here, they can still go back to China. (CMS-Lingqi’s 
mother-2018) 
Lingqi’s Language Competence and Parents’ Changing Expectations as He Transitions 
through School. 
 
      Over the four years that this family has participated in the Cultural Models study and this 
study, the mother has shared her changing perceptions of Lingqi’s English and Mandarin 
language proficiency based on her observations and communication with teachers as well as her 
expectations. This mother is very proud of her children’s Mandarin competence, especially that 
of the older sister.  
She (the older sister) can speak Mandarin so she helps her classmates to translate. At the 
same time, her essays about her daily life were published on the China Press. Once she met 
a person with runt disease who was making animal-shaped balloons for living. To 
encourage homeless people to work instead of waiting for help, she decided to write 
something to appeal to people.14 
This mother often expressed judgment about differences in her children’s Mandarin 
language abilities. For example, she praised the older sister’s native-like Mandarin in contrast to 
the older brother’s less fluent Mandarin. These experiences, and her careful attention to her 
children’s linguistic competencies, informed her appreciation as well as criticisms of Lingqi’s 
language proficiencies over time. By the time Lingqi was in 1st grade, he was described by his 
 
14Jiaxi’s college application letter in 2017 
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mother as speaking fluent Mandarin ‘but with an accent’ and sometimes mixed with English 
utterances. He could also read Chinese books relying on Pinyin.15  These assessments of Lingqi’s 
heritage language proficiencies represent both change and continuity in the mother’s goals.  At 
the beginning, she did not expect Lingqi to learn too much English in preschool. However, 
during the first few weeks after he went to English-speaking preschool, the mother began to 
worry about his English and assumed that his fighting issue with classmates could be attributed 
to his poor English. As he became familiar with the American environment and the fighting 
became less frequent, the mother’s concern started to lessen. The mother expressed a few general 
expectations about Lingqi’s English and Mandarin.  
We want him to speak fluent Mandarin, we want to continue his Mandarin. (CMS-
Lingqi’s father and mother-2017)  
I don’t expect him to learn too much English in pre-K. (CMS-Lingqi’s mother-2016) 
      Yet, for all that, the detailed expectations regarding their son’s ability to speak two languages 
continued to be expressed in conversations about Lingqi’s language competence year by year. 
For example, after a few weeks of adjustment to preschool, the mother’s interpretation of a 
communication with the teacher was that he could communicate with teachers and other 
classmates. Being able to communicate with other English speakers could be seen as the short-
term goal for a child who was raised in a Mandarin-speaking family before he had been 
intensively exposed to an English-speaking environment. As Lingqi spent more time at school, 
troubles with his Mandarin learning started to surface and were noticed by the mother. For 
example, when the mother read him a Chinese folk story in Mandarin, he could not understand 
the plot, much less the meaning and value behind the story. To some extent, the mother’s 
 
15Hanyu Pinyin, often abbreviated to pinyin, is the official romanization system for Standard Chinese in mainland 
China 
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perception of Lingqi’s specific language skills reflects her expectations of his language 
competence and her belief that comprehension is an important component in language learning.  
Thus, the concurrent language competence and expectations inspired further parental efforts 
regarding the child’s language development.  
Table 6 
Parent Descriptions of Lingqi’s English and Mandarin Language Competence 
English Mandarin 
Teacher said they could communicate (2015) He can recognize and read individual Chinese 
characters but not the sentences (2016) 
When he was in K (2016), his writing was 
great and he wrote diaries in English (2017). 
When I read him stories in Mandarin, he has 
trouble with understanding the content. When 
I ask questions from the story, he will ask me 
to read again. He cannot understand the idiom 
story (2017) 
 I noticed that he has problems in spelling. He 
doesn’t have homework so it is not easy to 
find out his problem….But I can see his 
misspelling from his diary and people say that 
it is acceptable at his age (2017) 
When he goes to Chinese afterschool, I notice 
that he has trouble in catching up. He 
recognizes less characters and writes more 
slowly (2018) 
 
      Parent’s Perception on Dual Language Program and Chinese Afterschool. 
      In the mother’s view, her children did not need to spend time in either a Mandarin-English 
dual-language program or a Chinese afterschool program for their Mandarin learning. Instead, 
based on her experience of raising two older children, she would like her children to use the time 
to learn other languages than Mandarin, because she believes the children are capable of teaching 
and helping each other (with Mandarin) on their own.  
The only reason that I sent him to the Chinese afterschool before is that they can pick up 
the child for me. (HLM-Lingqi’s mother-2019) 
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For this family with two working parents, the Chinese afterschool program is more like a helper 
who takes care of the children in between the time the child is not at school and the parent is not 
at work than an auxiliary means of Mandarin learning.   
Parental Efforts and Language Discourse at Home and out of Home Regarding Child’s 
Language Development—What They Said and Did 
      ‘Physical Setting’—Invisible FLP. 
      Based on the ethnographic observation approach and the concept of developmental niche, the 
physical and social settings in the home domain are linked to language environment and have 
been identified as representative of invisible features in home language planning and practices in 
FLP studies (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009a; C. E. Snow, 1993; Spolsky, 2004). The efforts are not 
explicitly claimed but embedded in how the household’s environment has been arranged and 
decorated, and those environmental features exert a subtle influence on one or more family 
members with regard to language ideology.  
      Lingqi’s family’s house is a typical single-family house in suburban American community.  
House is in a ‘gated’ community in this city. Neighborhood seems middle-upper class, 
very well kept, two-story houses with a wooden fence around it. (field note 01/29/17) 
Inside, the area that connects the kitchen, dining room, living room, and game room is very open 
and well-lit. The furniture and arrangement are very modern and western-style. Nonetheless, 
many elements that represent Chinese culture can be easily found from many details.  
There is a Christmas tree standing in the corner in the game room. Instead of traditional 
Christmas ornaments, various of Chinese handicrafts, such as folk paper cuts and Chinese 
knots. The mother told me that many of them were made by herself and her daughter. 
(field notes 03/09/19) 
There is a Chinese wall calendar hanging against the wall in the living room. Many of the 
dates are marked for the daughter’s college application deadlines. Obviously, the 
calendar is taken from the local Chinese grocery store. It is the year of dog so there is a 
cartoon dog next to the Chinese character ‘福’ (means fortune). (field notes 02/18/18) 
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The Christmas tree with Chinese ornaments in particular reveals symbols of two cultures, 
Western and Oriental, merged together. On the one hand, for the Chinese population in the U.S., 
which is a different sociocultural context, the trend of acculturation is embodied in placing a 
Christmas tree and celebrating Christmas. On the other hand, the Christmas tree decorations 
reflect the parents’ efforts in confronting the assimilation force of the external environment, 
especially for the younger immigrant generation.  
      In addition to culture-related decorations, language-related materials also can be seen in this 
family’s home. Next to the Christmas tree is a small bookshelf, and most of the books are in 
English. A bulletin board is hung on the wall of the hallway to the living room. I occasionally 
saw some inspirational sentences written on it when I visited for interviews or dinner table 
recordings. For example,  
Success is not the key to happiness 
Happiness is the key to success 
If you love what you are doing 






This quote is not only a way of passing on the educational ideas of the parents to the children, 
but it is also a means of informally mediating language learning in the home domain, as it is 
written in both English and Mandarin.  
      Language Practices and Strategies in Home and Beyond. 
      Language Use Among Family Members. 
      As noted previously, this mother expects the family members to speak Mandarin at home 
because the children can learn English at school. Speaking Mandarin among family members at 
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home is therefore an unwritten rule in this family, especially in particular situations such as when 
parents praise or discipline their children. Parents’ attitudes and actions about speaking Mandarin 
all the time at home serve to formulate a Mandarin-dominant home language environment.  
My husband and I didn’t discuss about which language we should use at home. We just 
agree by mere coincidence. He always expects them to speak Mandarin and never lose 
their home language. We are on the same page. It is our habits to speak Mandarin at 
home. (HLM-Lingqi’s mother-2019) 
As a result of this family’s language policy, the parents and children speak Mandarin to each 
other at least most of the time. Sometimes when the three children are together, especially when 
the parents are not with them, they may switch to English. The three children are also learning 
Spanish and French at school so occasionally they mix all the languages in their conversation. 
However, when the mother notices the children speaking English, she will intervene and tell 
them to switch back to Mandarin. Hence, under this rule, and even though the family (parents?) 
value of being able to speak multiple languages (Mandarin, English, Spanish, and French) among 
the family members, Mandarin is still the dominant language in this family’s home domain. 
      Formal/Informal Language Activities at Home. 
      Home is the main site for children to learn Mandarin in this family because of the mother’s 
confidence in teaching it to them on her own. Therefore, most of the informal and formal 
activities happen at home. When Lingqi was in pre-K and kindergarten, the mother taught him 
Chinese characters almost every day and read him Chinese stories at night. When he went to 1st 
grade and his Mandarin proficiency was raised to a higher level because of prolonged use at 
home, the mother started to add some materials brought from China in Mandarin, including more 
comprehension practice and moral education, such as Chinese poetry and Aesop’s Fables in 
Mandarin. 
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I downloaded the audio book of Di Zi Gui16 on my phone and let him listen in the car 
when I pick him up. Even though he cannot memorize but he understands the content. 
When he meets an older person, he will say hi and show respect. (CMS-Lingqi’s mother-
2016) 
Meanwhile, Mandarin also was being taught as a school subject. Speaking Mandarin made it 
easier for the Chinese parents to help their children with their schoolwork. The mother taught 
Lingqi math using materials (e.g., textbooks and workbooks) brought from China and helped him 
with homework in Mandarin. In this way, not only could she help Lingqi practice Mandarin, but 
also imperceptibly provided him with more Mandarin input. As for English learning, the mother 
believes that her English is not good enough and she might misguide the children, so she urges 
them to practice on their own, for example, by writing English words and intheir diary at home.  
My English is not very good and my pronunciation is not standard. I don’t want to read 
English stories or teach him English at home because I am afraid that might give him bad 
influences. (CMS-Lingqi’s mother-2017) 
      Language Strategies in Larger Community. 
      In this particular family, most of the resources and strategies outside of the home are used for 
the development of English and languages other than Mandarin. Given the opportunity to choose 
between traditional American school and the Mandarin-English dual-language program in the 
school district, none of the three children in this family enrolled in the Mandarin-English dual-
language school. Instead, the parents chose traditional schools with Spanish or French classes as 
options. In addition to school, the local library is the primary site and provider of language 
resources where the mother borrowed English books and took Lingqi to the storytelling time 
activity to learn English.  
 
16Standards for being a Good Pupil and Child. The book is based on the ancient teaching of the Chinese 
philosopher Confucius that emphasizes the basic requisites for being a good person and guidelines for living in 
harmony with others. 
 
      
 
   
                                                                              65 
 
My English is not good so I think he can learn English there and make friends with other 
kids. (CMS-Lingqi’s mother-2015) 
There were many Chinese parents there and we talked about children’s language 
development and other issues when we were waiting for the children. I think he acquired 
a great listening skill before he went to school. (CMS-Lingqi’s mother-2017) 
Lingqi spent most of the time with his family, especially his mother, at home until he went to 
pre-school. In his first three years, he had few chances to be exposed to intensive social and 
English language communication with peers of his age. The local library served as a good 
resource for this family to prepare Lingqi for school, not only for him to acquire purely English 
language skills, such as reading books and listening to stories, but also to learn social skills.  
       Challenges and Dilemma. 
      During the process of implementing parental ideologies with regard to language 
development, parents may face challenges and obstacles. In this immigrant family, according to 
the mother’s narrative, the challenges relate to both the parents and the child. With regard to the 
parents, the father is a full-time engineer and has been working out of state for many years. The 
mother used to be a stay-at-home mother and was fully devoted to taking care of the children. As 
the father finally settled in the local area and the mother started her part-time job, the parents’ 
busy schedule made it very difficult to monitor Lingqi’s Mandarin learning at home, especially 
during the time the older sister was applying to colleges.  
I have a lot of thoughts and plans to keep his Mandarin, but I am not able to make it 
happen. I want to enhance his reading and writing ability. If he can read, when he goes to 
2nd and 3rd grade, he will be able to read the Chinese stories by himself, and write diary 
in Mandarin. Then after 3rd grade, he can write diaries in both English and Mandarin and 
it will be good for him to keep his Mandarin. However, I am occupied with my 
daughter’s college application. (CMS-Lingqi’s mother-2017) 
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      Lingqi also influenced his own Mandarin language maintenance, because when he went to 
school and was exposed to an English-speaking environment, he refused to speak Mandarin at 
home for a while.  
We had a very hard time when the children went to school. The first two semesters, they 
started to learn English and refused to speak Mandarin. (HLM-Lingqi’s mother-2019) 
The challenges and obstacles the parents faced could be an inducement to negotiation in order to 
stick with their current language policy. The parents talked to Lingqi and explained that speaking 
Mandarin is the rule in their family. Gradually, Lingqi started speaking Mandarin again and 
continued to learn and practice Mandarin.  
      As for the English language learning, the experience of raising two older children (who had 
no school experience before they went to pre-school but acquired English very quickly) made the 
mother feel confident in her ability to focus on Mandarin before Lingqi started preschool. 
However, the effort the parents put in library activities was not sufficient to help prepare Lingqi 
for his pre-school year. Compared with other children in his class who had prior school 
experience and spoke English, Lingqi’s mother was convinced that his poor English listening and 
expression skills resulted in low self-confidence and some misunderstandings and fighting issues 
during the first few weeks in school.  
Changes in FLP Over Time 
      As important components of the FLP model, parents’ beliefs and expectations and how they 
plan and practice for their children’s language development are dynamic forces that interact with 
each other. In this family, a few changes in their FLP are captured in interviews conducted since 
2015. Although the core belief in the importance of Mandarin retention remained the same, in 
subsequent interviews, the parents’ expectations regarding Lingqi’s heritage language 
competence were scaled down slightly, from being able to “speak fluent Mandarin” (CMS-
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Lingqi’s mother-2017) to being able to “communicate with their grandparents” (HLM-Lingqi’s 
mother-2019).  
      Many changes occurred when faced with challenges, but in some notable ways, the parents 
failed to adhere to their original plan. Instead, on several occasions they made some adjustments 
to a second-best plan or even worse. For example, the transformation of the mother’s role from 
stay-at-home mother to working mother made it more difficult for the family to maintain the 
original strategy to teach Mandarin at home, which had worked well for the two older children. 
In spite of her belief that the Chinese afterschool program was not necessary for this family, the 
mother decided to send Lingqi to the Chinese afterschool program to make up for the lack of 
Mandarin at home. Moreover, with each new grade level, the schoolwork load increased as well 
as extracurricular activities, such as swimming class, and maintaining the Mandarin learning 
plans and strategies became more difficult. After three months in the Chinese afterschool 
program, this mother decided to withdraw Lingqi from the program.  
      In addition, Lingqi’s language learning progress and competence at that time also contributed 
to the modification of the parents’ language plan and strategy.  
I used to read him bedtime story in Mandarin every night until he was 6 years old. After 
that, he can read by himself so I stopped reading stories for him (HLM-Lingqi’s mother-
2019) 
He is not going to Chinese afterschool now. The content is very difficult and the teacher 
is very strict now. The characters are very difficult to children at his age. He doesn’t want 
to learn so we stopped…. My daughter didn’t learn these hard characters at his age so I 
don’t want to give him too much pressure (HLM-Lingqi’s mother-2019) 
These examples suggest that, when Lingqi progressed to a higher-grade level, his mother 
adjusted the strategy to one that worked best for him as well as for her. However, when the 
child’s Mandarin fell behind, the mother, using the older children’s experience and evaluating 
the language learning circumstance, decided to stop sending Lingqi to the Chinese afterschool 
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program. Overall, the modifications made by the mother were to solve the problem of a 
mismatch between the learning content and the child’s concurrent language competence. The 
changes in the expectations of the parents and the adjustments in strategies to correspond with 
the child’s language competence in this family echo the findings of previous studies that parental 
ideology and modifications in language practice mutually affect each other (Leung & Uchikoshi, 
2012; Spolsky, 2004)   
Language Practice and Discourse at Dinner Table  
      As reviewed and discussed previously, dinner-time is a socially organized occasion that 
involves the cultural and familial routine and language discourse among family members that 
reflect the family’s language ideology and cultural beliefs (Duff & Talmy, 2011; Miller & Jessor, 
1996).  
       Familial Routines. 
      At the time of this specific data collection, the older sister had left for college and was absent 
throughout the four dinner-table recordings. The father was present for the first two dinner-table 
recordings and the mother, older brother, and the target child were present for all four. Other 
information is listed in Table 7. As explained in Chapter 3, analyses of the dinner-table audio 
recordings included the identification of specific themes that were reflected in the family 
discourse patterns. In Lingqi’s family, four themes were identified, and examples of each theme 
are described in the following subsections, followed by interpretations of their significance in 
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Table 7 
Summary of Each Dinner-Table Gathering of Lingqi’s Family 
 1st  2nd  3rd  4th  
Social Actors Father, mother, 
older brother, 
child 






Dish Served Black fungus, hot 
pepper, radish; 
Hot pepper, lotus root, 
dumplings; 
Pig head meat, hot 
pepper, black 
fungus, tofu; 








Language use at dinner, 
Chinese veggie: lotus root; 
invasive species; a 
friend of the child living in 
the neighborhood; Spanish 
learning at 





making a new 
friend, hamster; 
older brother's 






brother’s plan to 




diary; ice and 
snow; the 
person who first 




Mandarin/English Mandarin/English/Spanish Mandarin/English Mandarin/English 
 
      Language Use per Person per Language. 
      The languages used in this family’s four dinner-table recordings were Mandarin, English, and 
Spanish.17 Given the siblings’ multilingual interests and the parents’ preference to use only 
Mandarin, I quantified the shifts in language use by counting turns per person and language in 
each dinner-table recording from the time dinner started through to the time the target child left 
the table and was no longer involved in the conversation. This frequency of turns is shown in 
Table 8 and illustrates the language use of each family member who was present at the dinner 
table and the overall language patterns.  
 
17Only used in 2nd dinner-table conversation. 
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1) Mandarin is the dominant language, spoken in 90% (dinner #1) and 83% (dinner # 2) of 
turns when the father was present and 73% of turns (dinners #3 and #4) when the father 
was absent.  
2) English is rarely spoken, ranging from 3% to 10%, when the older brother and target 
child speak.  
3) Lingqi is the only family member with English-speaking turns in all four dinners.  
4) The mother has the most turns in three out of four dinners, and her dominant language is 
Mandarin. Hardly any turns are in English and less than 10% code switching and mixing 
except when the father is not present.  
5) The father’s dominant language is Mandarin (over 90%). Only one turn is in English 
when the father responds to the target child’s English.  
Excerpt 1.1 [2nd Dinner-Table Recording] 
1. Lingqi：You know I have spit in there? I have spit in there. 
2. Father:   What? 
6) The older brother has the least turns in all four dinners, and his dominant language is 
Mandarin. All turns in English happen in conversation with the target child.  
7) Turns involving code mixing when the father is away (24% and 23%) greatly exceed 
turns when the father is present (7% and 8%). Most of the code switching (Mandarin to 
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Note.  M—Mandarin; E—English; S—Spanish; CM20—code mixing  
T—Target child; Fa—Father; Mo—Mother; B—Older brother 
 
      Chinese Food Served at the Table. 
      Based on observations before each dinner started and the conversation recorded, the dishes 
served at the table were Chinese home-style cooking and some of the ingredients were Chinese-
specific, such as black fungus and lotus root. The following sequence took place during the first 
dinner-table recording and happened when everyone had been sitting at the table for a couple of 
minutes and all four participants joined the Chinese vegetable conversation. This exchange 
represents parental informal language instruction that includes home language use and English in 
a Chinese culture setting in the home domain. 
      Excerpt 1.2 [2nd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Father：  Lingqi ，你知道这个是什么吗？ 
                  Lingqi, do you know what’s this? 
 
18Father talked (his turns as a percentage of all turns taken) 30% WHEN PRESENT.   
 
19Total turns per language /total turns all languages 
 
20Use 2 or more languages in the same turn 
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2. Mother：   多吃点儿。 
                  Eat more. 
 
3. Father：  叫什么啊？ 
                  What do you call this?  
 
4. Mother：   你们知道这个菜叫什么菜吗？ 
                   Do you (Mingqi and Lingqi) what does this vegetable  
 
5. OB：        我忘记了。 
                   I forget. 
 
6. Lingqi：   I have germs and… 
 
7. OB：        OK, OK. Shu…. 
                              OK, OK. Shu (he is trying to recall and speak out the name of the vegetable) 
 
                  哦，叫莲藕。 
                         Oh, it’s called Lian Ou (lotus root). 
 
8. Mother：    Lingqi, 你知道，你知道它叫什么菜吗？ 
                   Lingqi, do you know, do you know what we call this vegetable? 
 
                              这是中国的菜，叫莲藕。 
                   This is a Chinese vegetable, it’s called Lian Ou (lotus root). 
 
9. Lingqi：   莲藕？ 
                  Lian Ou (lotus root)? 
 
10. Father：     对对。 
                   Yes, yes. 
 
11. Mother：    嗯，老外很少吃这种， 
                         En, “Lao Wai” (foreigner/American) barely eat this. 
 
                   好像老外没有。 
                               Likely “Lao Wai” (foreigner/American) don’t have this.  
12. Father:        这个英文是什么啊？ 
                  What’s the English name of this? 
   
13. Lingqi：   啊？ 
                  Ahh? 
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14. Mother：    莲藕。 
                  Lian Ou  
 
15. Lingqi：   莲藕是什么？ 
                  What is Lian Ou? 
 
16. Father：    叫什么 root。 
                   It is called something “root”. 
 
17. Mother：   Loter root 是不是？（lotus root） 
                   Loter root, isn’t it? 
 
18. Father：   嗯嗯嗯 
                        En, en, en. 
 
      The father tries to ask Lingqi about the name of the vegetable but receives no responses from 
either of the two children [turn 1]. At this moment, the mother interrupts and asks them to eat 
more of this vegetable [turn 2]. Then, the father repeats his question immediately following the 
mother’s words [turn 3]. The mother takes over and asks the older brother and Lingqi the same 
question [turn 4]. The older brother says that he forgets it in Mandarin but Lingqi is still 
immersed in his own world about his saliva with an off-topic response in English [turn 6]. Then, 
the older brother uses two “OK” in reply to stop his little brother’s pointless chatter and tries to 
recall and correctly speaks the name of the vegetable in Mandarin [turn 7].  
      As affirmation of Mingqi’s Mandarin vocabulary, the mother turns to the little one, Lingqi, 
and asks him directly whether he knows the name of the vegetable [turn 8]. Apparently, the 
mother knows well that Lingqi is not able to answer the question. She explains to Lingqi that this 
is a Chinese vegetable and gives him the name of it, even though the older brother has said it 
again, more slowly, right after her question [turn 8]. Lingqi is finally back to the conversation 
and says the name out loud with a rising intonation [turn 9]. Given his tone here, perhaps “Lian 
Ou” is not common vocabulary for him and barely used in his daily life.  
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      The mother continues with more background information about this vegetable, which 
explains the reason they are unfamiliar with it. She uses the term “Lao Wai”, which is frequently 
used by people who have lived in China to define foreigners and to describe non-Chinese living 
in the U.S. [turn 11]. The remark can be seen as a sign that the mother still mentally separates 
herself from the mainstream society. At the same time, using the term “Lao Wai” at the family 
dinner table reinforces the sense of belonging and cultural identity of this family. In another 
word, the mother declares that one of the distinctions between “their population” and “Lao Wai” 
is that they eat this Chinese vegetable, which connects them to their heritage.  
      The father insists on continuing the English language practice and raises a question about the 
English name of “Lian Ou” [turn 12]. The request for translation is an informal language activity 
by the father. Lingqi does not agree with his father and has no idea what he is referring to [turn 
13]. The mother reminds Lingqi that they are still talking about “Lian Ou” but Lingqi appears 
absent-minded [turn 14-15]. The father tries to recall but only remembers part of the English 
name [turn 16]. The mother confirms her answer with the father even though the word she knows 
is close to the right one [turn 17]. 
      The sequence chosen below occurred at the very beginning of the recordings when this 
family was just about to start their dinner. Throughout this sequence, the father tries to persuade 
Lingqi to speak Mandarin by prompting him to name the Chinese vegetable but ends in failure. 
In this process, Lingqi sidesteps all along but the father keeps being patient and good-tempered 
given his tone. 
      Excerpt 1.3 [2nd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Father：   吃了这个没？这个叫什么啊？ 
                  Did you eat this? What’s the name of this? 
 
2. Lingqi：   我不吃这个，有辣椒，我不想要。 
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                  I don’t eat this, it has hot pepper in there, I don’t want it. 
 
3. Father：  你知道这个叫什么啊？ 
                  Do you know what’s the name of this? 
 
4. Lingqi：   嗯？ 
                  En? 
 
5. Father：  这个叫什么？ 
                 What do you call this?  
 
6. OB：       借过。[the older brother is helping with setting table] 
                 Excuse me.  
 
7. Lingqi：  You know I have spit in there? 
 
8. Father：  What? 
 
9. Lingqi：  That’s mine (saliva). 
 
10. Father：  不要说英文啊。 
                 Don’t speak English. 
 
11. Lingqi：   So? What’s the big problem? 
 
12. Father：  Lingqi, 我们不说英文呗，就不说英文呗。 
                              Lingqi, let’s speak no English, just do not speak English. 
 
                  
      The conversation starts with two questions from the father because he wants to know whether 
Lingqi knows the name of the Chinese vegetable that is being served for their dinner [turn 1]. 
Lingqi only answers the first question but gives no direct answer to the second one about the 
name of the vegetable [turn 2]. The father repeats the question twice again [turns 3 and 5] but 
Lingqi does not come up with a straightforward answer [turn 4]. It is unclear why Lingqi hedges 
only in this sequence.  
      The older brother Mingqi is helping the mother with the dishes as the conversation continues 
between the father and Lingqi. Mingqi has to place the dish on the table with a very polite 
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interruption, “jie guo”, in Mandarin [turn 6]. The presence of Mingqi (sibling) triggers the code-
switching of Lingqi, though Mingqi speaks Mandarin. That is, the presence of Mingqi can be 
seen as a watershed that splits this sequence into two parts. When Lingqi sees his older brother at 
the table, he turns to his older brother to tell him in English that he has spat in the dishes and 
avoids the father’s previous question [turn 7]. It seems that the father does not understand what 
Lingqi is talking about so he asks him in English [turn 8]. The switch of language and topic at 
the table is not very smooth and natural. Lingqi then explains to the father in English about his 
saliva [turn 9].  
      At this point, the father turns back to Mandarin and explicitly interrupts Lingqi’s language 
use [turn 10]. Even though the father uses the commanding term “bu yao” (do not), his tone is 
mild and soft, which makes his words more likely a reminder. In response to the father’s nice 
reminder, Lingqi questions in an impatient and slightly bossy tone [turn 11]. It seems that Lingqi 
does not agree with his father’s suggestion and thinks it is not a ‘big deal’ not to speak Mandarin 
at the table. In the bidirectional language socialization process, the child has the power to take up 
his agency to impact the language practice and even parental decisions on language learning and 
use. Instead of implementing serious discipline in response to Lingqi’s disrespectful utterance, 
the father insists on discouraging him from speaking English in a pleading tone in Mandarin 
[turn 12].      
      Chinese Etiquette as a Way of Learning Socialization at the Dinner Table. 
      Obedience. 
    The following sequence extends the topic that was begun with the earlier conversation about 
the Chinese vegetable that was being served for their dinner. This sequence shows how Chinese 
parents try to socialize their children through the correct use of the home language. The 
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expression, emotional coloring, and even the cultural differences are embodied in the choice of 
words and language. By contrast, the use of language reflects the way of thinking.   
      Excerpt 1.4 [2nd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Mother：你们那⼉儿的莲藕是最好吃的哈。 
                The lotus root in your hometown is the most delicious one. 
 
2. Father：是⽔水⼟土的关系，那边⼉儿环境好。 
                Because of the natural environment and climate is good there. 
 
3. Mother：那我们那⾥为什什么不不怎么⻓长莲藕啊？ 
                But why doesn’t the lotus root grow in our hometown? 
 
4. Father：  你们那边⼭山上⾯面都是⽯石头，咋⻓长啊？ 
The rocks are all over the mountain in your hometown, how can they grow 
nicely? 
 
5. Lingqi： 妈，你要⽤用你的脑⼦子。 
               Mom, you should use your brain. 
 
6. Mother：跟妈妈讲话要有礼貌。动脑筋，要这样说。 
You should be polite when you talk to mother. “dong nao jin”, you should 
say like this. 
 
      After introducing the vegetable to the children using its Chinese name, the mother and father 
go on to discussing, in Mandarin, the reason the lotus root grows well in the father’s hometown 
but not the mother’s [turns 1-4]. This discussion contributes to an image of China that the parents 
remember and that serves as a context, both mental and actual, for the subsequent interaction.  
Lingqi, who is listening to his parents’ conversation, apparently understands the content as 
evidenced by his response [turn 5]. His tone is mild, teasing, a little bossy but not overtly critical, 
and most likely the original intent of Lingqi is to remind his mother, with no offense, to think 
seriously. However, his choice of words in Mandarin exposes his English syntax. Mandarin has 
various commonly used expressions of ‘use your brain’ that range from derogatory to 
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commendatory sense. Lingqi chooses the term naozi, which is more derogatory and an insulting 
reference to the brain. Given the general tone of the conversation, it seems likely that this was 
not a conscious decision but, rather, the result of his literal word for word translation from 
English into Mandarin.  
      The mother responds to Lingqi’s impolite utterance in two steps. She first makes her attitude 
clear to Lingqi that it is inappropriate to talk like this and he should be polite to his parents [turn 
6]. Then, the mother goes one step further and explicitly tells him how he could encourage 
someone to think harder about something in a less insulting and more appropriate manner in 
Mandarin by using naojin [turn 6] instead, which encompasses more of a person’s intellect.  
      Excerpt 1.5 [3rd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Mother: 妈妈今天脚打了几个泡，一个，两个，三个，四个，五个，六个泡。妈   
妈脚打了六个泡。疼死我了。 
Mama (mother) got a few blisters on my feet, one, two, three, four, five, and 
six. Mama (mother) got six blisters. They hurt badly.  
 
2. Lingqi:   那好多啊。 
                            That’s a lot.  
 
3. Mother:   妈妈为了陪着你玩儿，你想一下。等妈妈老了的时候，你有没有想过像
这样陪着妈妈一起玩儿啊？ 
Mama (mother) did all these for the sake of playing with you, you think about 
that. When mama (mother) gets older, do you ever think about accompanying 
mama (mother) and play together? 
 
4. Lingqi:  我觉得 yes.你想去哪儿，我就让你去哪儿。 
              I think yes. Wherever you want to go, I will let you go there. 
       
5. Mother:  让我去哪儿？你没带我去哪儿？我要是走不动路了呢？ 
               Let me go? Why don’t you take me there? What if I cannot even walk around?  
  
6. Lingqi：那我就带你去那儿啊,但是我不知道怎么开车呀。 
               Then I will take you there, but I don’t know how to drive. 
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      This mother and Lingqi continue their conversation from the trip they had today. She tells 
Lingqi that she has blisters on her feet during their short trip today and counts them one by one, 
up to six in total [turn 1]. Then, she restates the facts about the six blisters and expresses that she 
is suffering from the pain [turn 1]. Given the tone of the mother and the way she counts the 
blisters in two lines, we can assume that she might try to attract Lingqi’s attention about the 
blisters. The mother intends to make use of the blisters under discussion to put over her own 
idea. However, Lingqi responds in a soothing voice when he hears what his mother says [turn 2]. 
Not receiving the expected reaction from her son, the mother points out that her pain is a result 
of playing with him today [turn 3]. She encourages Lingqi to imagine a picture of her when she 
gets older and tentatively asks whether he would do the same then [turn 3]. From the perspective 
of moral beliefs in Chinese culture, the child must fulfill his filial duty because his parents have 
sacrificed so much to raise him. Lingqi responds in a very simple but positive utterance 
composed of “觉得” (think) in Mandarin and “yes” in English [turn 4].  
      Social expectations influence how and which intentions are expressed by children and 
caregivers and their language structure (Ochs, 1994). In Platt’s (1980) study of children’s 
acquisition of verbs, the choice of verbs is constrained by social norms. Children, as lower 
ranking persons, are socially constrained in their speech with higher ranking persons (older 
person). However, in this case, the mother is not satisfied with the word that comes next from her 
son. Lingqi choses the verb “让” (let) even though his intention is good [turn 4]. The mother 
captures Lingqi’s use of the verb and repeats it in an interrogative and surprised tone [turn 5]. 
Immediately, she comes up with two questions. The first is to question why he does not use 
another word “带” (take) [turn 5]. Both “让” (let) and “带” (take) are stressed in her words. In 
Chinese, “让” (let) refers to ‘allow’ or ‘not forbid’. That is, the verb “让” (let) indicates the flow 
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of ranking from high to low, from caregivers to children. Therefore, the use of “让” (let) by 
Lingqi does not conform to social norms. But, “带” (take) is more likely to convey the idea of 
company and support, which is closer to the mother’s expectation.  
      The mother also raises the possibility that she may be too old to walk in the future [turn 5]. 
Although Lingqi changes the verb and agrees to “带” (take) his mother, it seems that he still does 
not fully understand her intention because the subject is shifted to driving [turn 6]. His concern is 
more about how to take his mother somewhere rather than the essence of accompanying and 
taking care of her. In addition, in this sequence, the mother uses “mama” five times as the subject 
instead of the pronoun “I”, [turn 1,3]. The use of “mama” indicates that the most important 
component of the parent-child relationship is not only the dedication of the elder generation but 
also the filial piety of the younger generation.  
      This transcription and analysis of one family dinner conversation revealed how the parents 
socialized Lingqi to use Mandarin through various task-based activities, such as naming, and 
through the use of Mandarin. The following discussion focuses on the language patterns among 
family members: parent-child and sibling-child.  
      Language Patterns and Discourse Among Family Members. 
      Parent-Child. 
      Throughout the conversations between the parents and the target child in the four dinner-
table recordings, the child assumes the role not only as a recipient but also as agent to socialize 
the parents in communicative practices. Specifically, in the conversations between the parents 
and child, Lingqi acts as an exporter of the English language and a bridge between the parents 
and the outside world.  
      Excerpt 1.6 [3rd Dinner Table Recording] 
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1. Lingqi：或者我可以当一个hamster 
               Maybe I can be a hamster. 
 
2. Mother：hambgers是什么？ 





Hamster is a little bit like the mouse, but, it cannot eat that much. but, if you 
walk a very long distance, you are starving, you can store food here. Then when 




                Like cama. 
 
5. Lingqi： 什么？ 
                What? 
 
6. Mother：像骆驼，cama。 
                Like camel, cama. 
 
7. Lingqi： camel。 
 
8. Mother：camel，是把⻝物装在驼峰里面。 
                Camel, store the food in their hump 
 
9. Lingqi：对呀。 
               Yes. 
 
      This sequence happened towards the end of the dinner. Lingqi is not able to eat all the food 
in his bowl and tries to persuade his mother to allow him to leave the rest for the next time. 
Lingqi proposes to turn into a hamster who cannot eat too much [turn 1]. Possibly, he does not 
know or has forgotten the Mandarin equivalent for ‘hamster’. In this turn, he uses Mandarin for 
most of the sentence but switches to English for the specific term ‘hamster’. Obviously, the word 
‘hamster’ is new to the mother. She repeats the word she heard with a question, but 
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mispronounces it as “hambegers” [turn 2]. Instead of speaking the Mandarin equivalent for 
‘hamster’, Lingqi describes a hamster in detail and in Mandarin [turn 3]. After hearing the 
description, the mother gives an example of another animal with a similar attribute [turn 4]. She 
continues the speech pattern of Lingqi, which is mostly in Mandarin but the specific term is in 
English. However, her pronunciation of ‘cama’ is not standard and Lingqi questions her in 
Mandarin [turn 5]. To make her intent clearer, the mother speaks the Mandarin equivalent first 
and then repeats the mispronounced English word in a tentative tone [turn 6]. Lingqi corrects his 
mother with the right pronunciation and the mother repeats the right one [turns 7-8]. The turns 
from 4 to 8 can be seen as an informal English language learning activity between the child 
(teacher) and mother (learner). In the excerpt, the child also has the opportunity to consolidate 
his Mandarin vocabulary. 
      Excerpt 1.7 [1st Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Lingqi (to F): 你为什么不尝那个yellow的呢？ 
               Why don’t you try that yellow one? 
 
2. Father： 这是yellow的啊。 
               This is the yellow one. 
 
3. Lingqi:    你尝那个。 
                Try that one. 
 
4. Mother：yellow的也辣。 
               The yellow one is spicy too. 
 
5. Lingqi：yellow的最辣了了！ 
              The yellow one is the spiciest one. 
 
      As addressed in Excerpt 1.5 about Lingqi’s speech pattern, although the dominant language 
in this family is Mandarin, in his speech, specific terms are still spoken in English, and this 
pattern has influenced the parents. In this excerpt, the parents and Lingqi are having a 
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conversation about what types of pepper are spicy. In turn 1, Lingqi suggests in Mandarin that 
his father try the yellow pepper but uses the color term ‘yellow’ in English. In his response, the 
father does not switch the English word ‘yellow’ to the Mandarin equivalent ‘黄色’ (huang se) 
but instead copies Lingqi’s speech pattern [turn 2], as does the mother [turn 4]. They use 
‘yellow’ four times in five turns.  
      Excerpt 1.8 [2nd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Lingqi：妈妈，种这个，种这个在美国嘛？ 
                           Mom, plant this, do they plant this in the U.S.? 
 
2. Father： 有，在美国种的。 
                           Yes, they plant this in the U.S. 
 
3. Mother：在美国种的吧，不知道啊，应该是在美国这边种的。 
                           I guess they plant this in the U.S., I have no idea, they should plant here in the 
U.S. 
 
4. Lingqi： 不能在，不能在美国这边种。 
                           They can’t, they cannot plant in the U.S. 
 
5. Mother：为什什么啊？ 
                           Why not? 
 
6. Lingqi： Invasive species. 
7. Mother： 美国有一个规定，好像是繁衍的太多的不能是吧。 
There is a rule in U.S., perhaps the one with excessive multiplication is not 
allow here, right? 
 
8. Lingqi：对！ 
              Yes! 
 
      This excerpt is an extension of the naming activity that concerned the lotus root. After 
learning that the lotus root is a Chinese vegetable, Lingqi raises the question about whether it is 
planted in the U.S. [turn 1]. This question might be a signal that suggests Lingqi is aware of the 
regional disparity between China and the U.S. The parents give him an affirmative answer that 
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the lotus root can be planted in the U.S. [turns 2-3]. However, Lingqi refutes their views and the 
mother asks him again [turns 4-5]. Until this point, all the turns of the conversation are spoken in 
Mandarin. Lingqi switches to English to explain why the lotus root cannot be planted in the U.S. 
because it is an invasive species [turn 6]. The response of the mother indicates that she 
understands the English term. In this turn, the mother explains what she understands about 
invasive species in Mandarin followed by Lingqi’s switch to Mandarin. In this sequence, the 
child, who has grown up in American society, acts as the agent of socialization to teach the 
parents the norms in the context of the U.S.  
      Although Lingqi switches between Mandarin and English in conversations with his parents, 
his conversations with his older brother reveal other language use when the siblings are together.  
 
      Sibling-Child. 
      Excerpt 1.9 [2nd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Lingqi：Invasive species. 
 
2. OB：    Maybe it’s not, you don’t know. It could also not the end of the species. 
 
3. Lingqi: How about the Japanese beetles. 
 
4. OB:      Not all invasive species. 
 
5. Lingqi: What about this? 
 
6. OB:     I said something are not invasive species. 
       
      As addressed in the mother’s narratives, when the siblings are together, they sometimes 
speak English instead of Mandarin. As the older sister is absent throughout the four dinner 
recordings, the older brother is the only other actor in this analysis of the language patterns 
between the child and his siblings. This excerpt happens concurrently when Lingqi switches to 
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English in Excerpt 1.8, and is followed in Excerpt 1.4. The older brother joins the discussion 
about invasive species in English.  
      Drawing from the data discussed in the preceding paragraphs, heritage language and Chinese 
cultural values and traditions are highly valued in this family. Surprisingly, the experience of 
facing challenges that were due to the parents’ limited English language competence did not 
make them emphasize the importance of learning English, but rather, heightened their 
recognition of the risk of losing Mandarin. The dinner-table recordings demonstrated the parental 
cultural values and language beliefs evidenced in the process of socializing the child to use 
language and through the use of language. As the only family without Chinese language varieties 
involved in this study, the parents showed much confidence in encouraging their children’s 
Mandarin in the home rather than through school and extracurricular activities. The adjustments 
of the parents’ expectations of English and Mandarin and their corresponding language plans 
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Aiwen’s Family  
Family Structure and Family Life 
      This family of six was recruited for the Cultural Models Study in 2015. They resided (and 
continue to live) in a small single-family home21 in a working-class neighborhood very close to 
the downtown restaurant where the father worked. The father came to the U.S. in 2000 when he 
was a teenager and first landed in New York City. The mother came to New York City later in 
2007 and they met and were married there. They moved to North Carolina in 2009 to help with 
the father’s cousin’s restaurant business. The family settled down in this small town and started 
their new life. In addition to the number of children in the family, this family is different in other 
ways from other families in the Chinese group. Other members of the household included an 
uncle whose family lived in the same town and an aunt whose family lived in a nearby town. The 
maternal grandmother travels back and forth from China to visit and help.  
      The father (Lei Xing) owns a local Chinese restaurant with his cousin and works in the 
kitchen as a cook. This mother also worked in their restaurant and later decided to stay at home 
after the twin brothers were born. Because of the nature of his work, the father has a more 
flexible schedule in the morning but is busier later in a day. After Aiwen (the target child) began 
kindergarten, he always takes the children to school in the morning and occasionally picks them 
up in the afternoon. When the children come home from school, they have a simple meal before 
dinner. The mother (Wei Liu) stays at home taking care of the children who are not in school yet. 
When the grandmother is in China and not able to help with cooking for the family, the father 
stops by from work or sends a deliveryman to bring them take-out food from the restaurant.  
 
21Further information about the home environment is described in the discussion of family language practices.   
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      Aiwen, the target child and oldest in this family, attended an English-speaking public 
preschool when she was around three years old. After frequent absences due to illness and the 
risks of carrying home the disease from school, the mother pulled her from the pre-K program 
after two months and Aiwen stayed at home until the following fall when she was enrolled in the 
district’s only English/Mandarin dual-language kindergarten. 
       When Aiwen was four, the mother described her as a child who was not able to speak fluent 
English. Even though the mother learned from Aiwen’s teacher that Aiwen knew how to comfort 
other children in English who were upset in the classroom, the mother still worried about her 
because Aiwen told her mother that sometimes she was not able to understand what the teachers 
said in school. Before Aiwen went to school, she had been learning English from her mother. 
Based on the parents’ narratives and observations during our visits, Aiwen is a caring, kind, and 
considerate child, especially when she is helping take care of her younger siblings. Moreover, 
she is also a resource, bringing what she has learned from school to her younger siblings.  
      Yali is the second child in this family. Due to her age and the CMS/ HLM research interests, 
we asked the family to allow us to include questions about Yali during her transition to 
kindergarten. She also stayed at home until she started kindergarten. Yali is described by her 
mother as a child who is “eager to learn”.  During Yali’s previous years of staying at home, her 
mother explained that she “learned everything she could” (CMS) from her older sister, Aiwen.  
When Yali was age-eligible for kindergarten, she enrolled in the same school that Aiwen attends 
and is in the English/Mandarin dual-language program, which is the first time for her in an 
American school. The twin brothers, who are one year younger than Yali, will continue to stay at 
home until they are old enough to go to kindergarten.  
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Table 9 
Aiwens’ and Siblings’ Ages and Grade Levels for Each Year in Study 
504 Birth 
date/place 
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
Aiwen Xing 
Target Child 
2011/U.S. Pre-K/Home K 1st  2nd  3rd  
Yali Xing 
Younger Sister 








Parental Language Ideology Regarding Children’s Language Development 
      Meaning of Maintaining Mandarin and Fuzhou Dialect. 
      The parents are originally from the same province in China, Fujian Province, where the 
Fuzhou dialect was once the dominant language. Growing up in this particular community, the 
parents learned to speak more Fuzhou dialect than Mandarin. Fuzhou was their home language 
and they started to learn Mandarin when they went to school. The parents did not go to college 
either in China or in the U.S. and they do not speak fluent English. The English language is still a 
challenge to them, even though they have been in the U.S. for more than ten years. Despite the 
parents’ limited English and Mandarin proficiency, at the time of this study three languages were 
in use in this family: Fuzhou dialect, Mandarin, and English, the latter being spoken especially 
after both Aiwen and Yali went to school one after the other.  
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      Like the other families in the Chinese group, maintaining Mandarin was seen as a way to 
maintain connections with their original cultural roots. The mother also acknowledged her 
awareness of the current situation that Mandarin has become more and more important with the 
development of China’s economy. From the perspective of the parents, more career opportunities 
are available for those able to speak fluent Mandarin and for their children.  
We are Chinese and we shouldn’t forget our root. And there is a practical reason, China is 
so strong and powerful now and it is necessary to learn Mandarin. The market in China is 
very big. No matter where Aiwen will be in the future, maybe Beijing, she will need 
Mandarin. (HLM-Aiwen’s mother-2019) 
The mother also puts forward an idea of reasons that they want their children to learn Mandarin. 
Specifically, the ability to speak one’s home language reflects their own national and cultural 
pride in this multicultural and multilingual society. In other words, losing their home language 
means that they may fail to cherish their cultural identity. To this mother, the idea that it is 
necessary to be able to speak Mandarin as a Chinese people also reinforces the relationship 
between cultural identity and the ability to speak the home language.   
They have Chinese appearance, and different from the foreigners. If they are not able to 
speak their home language, they will be looked down on by the foreigners because they 
lost their home language, they lost their root. (HLM-Aiwen’s mother-2019) 
      This mother also acknowledges the value of maintaining her children’s Fuzhou dialect even 
though few people from Fujian are nearby. From her point of view, the Fuzhou dialect is more 
like the first language of their children. Although initially this mother reported her concerns from 
the teacher about Aiwen’s English and Mandarin, Aiwen’s language skills improved while she 
was in kindergarten. Therefore, the existence of the Chinese language varieties did not interfere 
with her English and Mandarin too much but made the linguistic environment more diverse than 
in other Chinese families. Given the changing status of the Fuzhou dialect in China, it is used 
widely only among the generation of grandparents now. As described by the mother, most of the 
      
 
   
                                                                              90 
 
younger generation in Fujian Province no longer speak Fuzhou dialect and instead speak 
Mandarin. Even in New York City, which used to be a gathering place of the Fuzhou dialect 
population, only people of Aiwen’s grandmother’s age still speak the Fuzhou dialect. Some 
people of the older generation in Fujian Province, such as Aiwen’s grandmother, have started to 
learn Mandarin.  
We were considering the issue of communicating with grandparents. Like the story of 
their cousin. She was raised by her grandmother in China speaking Fuzhou. When she 
went to school, she gradually forgot Fuzhou. Now she and her grandmother cannot 
communicate at all. They just don’t understand each other and I feel so sad. (HLM-
Aiwen’s mother-2019) 
Therefore, to those who speak the Fuzhou dialect, which gradually has been replaced by 
Mandarin, this language contributes to consolidate family ties across generations and the sense of 
belonging to this community.  
      According to Aiwen’s mother, and Aiwen herself, a child who can speak more than two 
languages, especially one that hardly anyone around can speak, has something like a magic 
power. When the younger sister goes to the same school for kindergarten, the ‘power’ becomes 
more remarkable because the two sisters can communicate using their exclusive code. This 
ability also creates a special bond between the two siblings, who have this ‘extra’ language in 
their daily life in the mainstream school, even though they are often with a number of Mandarin-
speaking students.  
Speaking Fuzhou brings some benefits to Aiwen. Fuzhou is like a secret code to Aiwen at 
school. She speaks Fuzhou with her little sister even though it is not polite. I told her that 
is rude to speak a language in front of others who don’t know how to speak but she thinks 
that is good for her to communicate with her sister privately at school. (HLM-Aiwen’s 
mother-2019) 
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Aiwen’s Language Competence and Parents’ Changing Expectations as She 
Transitions through School. 
      Even though the parents can speak only very limited English and speak mostly Fuzhou 
dialect at home, they are the only source of English and Mandarin from whom Aiwen can learn 
when she is at home. As a result of the lack of experience in an English-speaking pre-school and 
limited chances to speak Mandarin at home, the proficiency of her English and Mandarin lagged 
behind other students when she first began attending English/Mandarin dual-language 
kindergarten.  
When she first went to K, the Chinese teacher told me that her English was worse than 
others and her Mandarin was even worse than the non-Mandarin speaking children. 
(CMS-Aiwen’s mother-2017)  
Throughout this study, this mother attached importance to Aiwen’s English and emphasized her 
expectations for her English competence during our visits. According to the initial (2015) and 
concluding (2019) interviews regarding readiness, ‘good English’ remained a priority on the 
mother’s list of readiness characteristics. As for Mandarin, the mother expects Aiwen to be able 
to speak and write it. As time goes on, Aiwen has made considerable progress in both English 
and Mandarin during her school transition from year to year. Her mother has reported visible 
signs of progress. For example, when she was in kindergarten, Aiwen began to share what she 
learned from school with her parents, which indicated that she was able to understand the 
teacher’s instruction. By the time she was in 1st grade, she began correcting the parents’ English 
and even their Mandarin, a role reversal in which Aiwen exceeded her parents’ expectations (and 
abilities), particularly in languages through the grades.  
Now her Mandarin is getting better and her teacher said her Mandarin is better than many 
other students in her class. (CMS-Aiwen’s mother-2017) 
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Sometimes when I speak English to her, she critiques that I am speaking nonstandard 
English. She also told her father that she found that neither English nor Mandarin that her 
father speaks is standard. (CMS-Aiwen’s mother-2016) 
She sometimes laughs at our English, we don’t know how to speak English. she says ‘you 
will know how to speak English as you practice more. (CMS-Aiwen’s father-2017) 
 
      As Aiwen’s Mandarin was improving, her English reading and writing still a little bit behind, 
and the mother began to worry more about the English than Mandarin.  
I think she spends too much time on Mandarin because Mandarin is easier than English 
and math to her. I think she should spend more time on English and math. (HLM-
Aiwen’s mother-2019) 
 
      Compared to English and Mandarin, the parents have lower expectations for but higher 
confidence in the Fuzhou dialect as long as the parents speak Fuzhou dialect at home 
occasionally. They do not intentionally forbid the children to speak the Fuzhou dialect but allow 
the children to choose which language to use when speaking with each other in the home. 
In their view, based on their own experience thus far, if they continue having the Fuzhou dialect 
involved in their daily life, it is unlikely that the children will lose their Fuzhou dialect because 
the use of the Fuzhou dialect creates a compelling language environment for the children within 
the family.  
But like the situation in our house, it is not easy for them to lose Fuzhou dialect. My 
husband and I speak Fuzhou Dialect to each other all the time. We like to speak Fuzhou 
dialect because it feels familiar and homelike. (HLM-Aiwen’s mother-2019) 
 
      Throughout the time Aiwen has been in the Mandarin/English dual-language program, even 
though the parents have some complaints about it, in general, they continue to speak highly of 
the teachers as well as the program.22  
 
22The different opinion about the school is described in the third case study.   
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I am very satisfied with the dual language program, at least it suits our family. (CMS-
Aiwen’s mother-2019) 
 As the mother stated, the parents were initially attracted to this program because it was the only 
public-school offering that included both English and Mandarin in the instruction. To this family 
with four children, public school is cost-effective. Because Aiwen was doing so well, the parents 
did not believe it was necessary to spend extra time and money to send their children to the 
Chinese language afterschool program, especially given their desire to maintain one of Chinese 
language varieties than Mandarin that is dominantly used in their daily life.  
Parental Efforts and Language Discourse at Home and Beyond  
      ‘Physical Setting’—Invisible FLP. 
      The family’s house is located in a working-class neighborhood and has a small backyard. 
Inside, the living room is not very big but contains a variety of toys and books scattered on the 
floor. Obviously, the living room has become a playroom. Every time I visited this family, I saw 
all the children sitting on the floor and playing with each other. A small bookshelf with many 
sorts of books is against the wall right next to the fireplace. The mother explained that some of 
the English books are from the library of Aiwen’s school and the Chinese books were brought 
from China.  
There are four chairs for children. The TV is not on. The small book shelf is right under 
the tv. 2/3 are English books and 1/3 are Chinese books (around 30-40 illustrated books). 
There are also a few on the floor of the living room. (field notes 01/10/19) 
      The furnishings are somewhat western-style. Only a few Chinese elements can be seen in the 
small kitchen, such as Chinese style cooking utensils and dinnerware. Four scorecards hang on 
the wall in the dining room and indicate an incentive strategy that the mother created to 
encourage the children to be well-behaved at home, which includes directives such as no talking 
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at the dinner table and tidying up toys. Each child has his/her own scorecard with his/her English 
and Chinese name on it. The child is rewarded with a sticker when s/he behaves well. A list of 
rules hand-written in Chinese by the mother hangs on the other wall of the dining room. The 





五． 不看 Ipad， 手机，电视。 
 
*Translation  
1. No talking while eating 
2.      Go to bed before 8 pm 
3.      Don’t open the door for strangers 
4.      Tidy up toys after dinner 
5.      No Ipad, phone, TV 
As language learners, the text helps the children continually strengthen the images of these 
Chinese characters and sentences. Therefore, these charts can be seen as an informal language 
learning activity for Aiwen, and even for the younger siblings. Concurrently, through the written 
rules, Aiwen is expected to be socialized to become familiar with the ways of being a well-
behaved child at her age.  
      Language Practices and Strategies at Home and Beyond. 
      Language Use Among Family Members. 
      This family has three languages in use in their daily life. Different from the other two case 
study families, the changes in the proportion of each language used in their family language 
system are more significant. This dynamic process changed as Aiwen was growing up and as she 
transitioned to school. The parents prefer to speak Fuzhou dialect to each other. After Aiwen was 
born, the parents tried to speak Mandarin to her for a while. Also, one of the babysitters they 
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used to hire to take care of Aiwen spoke only Mandarin. Soon after, however, they decided not to 
intervene intentionally in her language use.  
We think since we can speak Fuzhou, so just let them to speak with us naturally. (HLM-
Aiwen’s mother) 
These were the initial sources of Mandarin learning for Aiwen before she went to kindergarten. 
Before that, especially since the parents can speak only very limited English, most of the English 
that Aiwen learned was from the two months of pre-school experience. That is, before Aiwen 
went to the English/Mandarin dual-language program for kindergarten, the use of Fuzhou dialect 
greatly outweighed the other two languages.   
      After Aiwen was exposed to English and Mandarin in school, she started to bring the two 
languages home. Aiwen has become the family’s primary language source, especially for her 
younger siblings. At the very beginning, she mixed only a few English words and some 
Mandarin words in her utterances. As her English and Mandarin improved, a higher frequency of 
these languages entered into the conversations among the family members.  
Table 10 
Parent Quotes: Examples Regarding Changes of Aiwen’s Language Use Over Time 
2016 Sometimes English, just a little, and Fuzhou and Mandarin when she is 
back from school speaking to her siblings. (CMS-Aiwen’s mother)  
2016 She starts to switch to English now and then when she is talking to us in 
Mandarin. Like when she speaks 2 or 3 sentences in Mandarin, then an 
English sentence comes out. (CMS-Aiwen’s mother) 
2017 My husband and I speak Fuzhou Dialect but when children are there, 
sometimes we speak Mandarin (CMS-Aiwen’s mother) 
2017 Recently, she starts to speak Spanish and teaches me some Spanish. And 
the younger sister, she also speaks Mandarin, English and Fuzhou. She is 
learning from her sister and she usually speaks what her sister speaks. 
(CMS-Aiwen’s mother) 
2019 Mostly the four children use Mandarin (HLM-Aiwen’s mother) 
Note. 
1. Aiwen learned Spanish from the Mandarin/English dual-language program. 
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2. The twin brothers are learning Mandarin from Aiwen and the parents at home. 
 
      These descriptions provided by the mother of language practices in the home illustrate  
not only Aiwen’s language learning experience and progress but also the changes in language 
use among the siblings as Aiwen transitioned to school. Aiwen speaks more English and 
Mandarin at home and teaches what she learns from school to her younger siblings. The parents 
are also influenced by the changes in their children’s language use. In contrast to previous 
practice, Mandarin has become the dominant language among the children even though they 
grew up in a Fuzhou dialect home environment. Detailed information of the language use 
percentage is given later in the section of Language Use Per Person Per Language.  
      Formal/Informal Language Activities at Home and in the Larger Community. 
      Aiwen is the first child in this family. As novice Chinese immigrant parents in the U.S., the 
parents did not have experience in raising four children in an unfamiliar sociocultural 
environment. Preparing the child for school was one of the most discussed issues during our 
visits to this family. Due to Aiwen’s lack of pre-school experience, the parents were eager to put 
all their effort into helping her with her English and social skills when Aiwen first went to 
kindergarten. However, their social life was and remains limited to the Chinese restaurant where 
most of the people who work there speak the Fuzhou dialect. The father used to seek advice from 
his cousin who works in the same restaurant and has experience raising children in the U.S., for 
example, about whether they should send the children to the English/Mandarin program. Thus, 
when we first met this family, information about local resources was sorely needed.   
My wife always wants to let them see the world outside, but I have no idea about what and 
where I should let them see. Their mother keeps asking me to take them out but I don’t know 
anywhere but the supermarket. (CMS-Aiwen’s father-2017) 
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The grocery stores and library were the only resources that the parents could take advantage of to 
improve Aiwen’s English for school preparation. Occasionally, the mother would take the 
children to grocery stores and encourage Aiwen to pay at the cashier so she could practice 
English through communicating with the cashier and others they met there. The parents also 
checked out English books from the local library.  
      This family was the only one among the Chinese immigrant families in the CMS study 
whose children did not attend pre-school, whose daughters (Aiwen and Yali) were the only 
children who were enrolled in the English/Mandarin dual-language program beginning in 
kindergarten and thus far through 1st, 2nd, and 3rd grades, and the only family whose children had 
no experience learning Mandarin in the Chinese afterschool program. After Aiwen went to 
kindergarten, and considering her school performance, the teachers offered some suggestions to 
the parents to help Aiwen improve English and Mandarin at home. For example, to help Aiwen 
practice Mandarin, the parents decided to speak more Mandarin than Fuzhou dialect at home; the 
mother taught Mandarin  as much Mandarin as she could. Given the limited English language 
competence of the parents, for them to teach Aiwen English or help her with homework at home 
were not easy tasks, especially after she transitioned to higher grade levels. Instead, the mother 
put more effort into encouraging Aiwen to work hard and study on her own.  
I told her that when she goes to school and learn English, she can teach me at home. I 
told her that I don’t know what teachers teach at U.S. school. She can teach me what she 
learned from school. If she teaches me English, I will give her snacks as a reward. 
(CMS-Aiwen’s mother-2016) 
In addition to taking the teachers’ advice, the parents had learned how to download some English 
learning programs on their iPad and, when she was in 2nd grade, they bought a set of English 
exercise books for Aiwen to practice writing and spelling at home.  
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      After the younger sister, Yali, began going to the dual-language program for kindergarten, 
the teacher who used to teach Aiwen and knew this family well offered some suggestions about 
navigating her first year in school. For example, when they were at home, Aiwen could be 
encouraged to speak more English to Yali to help her adapt to the English environment quickly. 
As the oldest child in this family, Aiwen had already assumed this role successfully to take care 
of and teach what she learned at school to her younger siblings. Thus, the mother was very 
confident in Aiwen’s capability to help Yali go through the transition smoothly.  
Aiwen tells her young sister that “if you want to talk to me, you have to speak English. 
If you don’t speak English, then you are not allowed to talk.” (HLM—Aiwen’s mother-
2019) 
 
       Challenges and Dilemma. 
      With regard to Aiwen’s Mandarin and English language learning, the parents have many 
thoughts and plans as well as suggestions from the teachers and other people around them. 
However, they ran into obstacles when they attempted to put those ideas into action, one of 
which was the poor English competence of the parents. In contrast to the growing English 
language skills of other families in this Chinese immigrant group, the language barrier 
experienced by Aiwen’s parents had not faded even as they were getting used to living in the 
U.S. On the contrary, with Aiwen’s grade-level progress in school, the challenges became more 
prominent to the parents. On more than one occasion the mother acknowledged that it is not easy 
for the parents to maintain open and smooth communication with the teachers who are English 
native speakers. As a consequence, Aiwen’s parents were not always able to get the whole 
picture of Aiwen’s school performance or appropriately express their thoughts about her 
academic work.  
I think during the past few years; the biggest challenge is my English. I cannot 
communicate with the teachers well. (HLM-Aiwen’s mother-2019) 
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In the home domain, these parents also struggled to keep pace with the growth in Aiwen’s 
academic learning. Before Aiwen officially went to school, the mother was more confident in her 
ability to teach her either English or Mandarin on her own. However, as early as a few months 
after Aiwen began kindergarten, the mother complained that, even though she can still teach and 
help Aiwen with Mandarin at home now, she feels the growing strain of helping with her English 
homework.  
Every time when my husband attended the parents meeting, he asked me to speak more 
English to my daughter. But I’d rather let her read English book by herself. My English 
is not good and I don’t want them to learn nonstandard English from me. (CMS-
Aiwen’s mother-2017) 
      Another big challenge was intermittent school district messages concerning the reform of the 
dual-language program. As mentioned, Aiwen’s parents believed that this dual-language 
program was the most suitable choice for this family. According to their plan, all four children 
ought to go to this program when they reach school age. However, the instability of the program 
caused concern and even panic about the possibility that Aiwen might be pulled out of  it and the 
younger ones would no longer be eligible to get into it.  
We are not in that school district. We got the lottery so she was able to get into the 
program. My biggest concern is that she will not be able to go back to the dual-
language program. (CMS-Aiwen’s mother-2017) 
Changes in FLP Over Time 
      In order to stick with their plans with regard to their children’s language development, 
Aiwen’s parents have begun to make changes. Since agreeing to participate in the Cultural 
Models Study in 2015, the modifications that they have made in their FLP have mainly been 
results from Aiwen’s school experience. In other words, many of their actions depended heavily 
on the parents’ perception of Aiwen’s performance, whether observed by them or reported by the 
teachers. In the beginning, the parents gave priority to the English language and took it for 
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granted that Mandarin could be acquired with less effort. After consulting with Aiwen’s teachers, 
they changed direction and decided to put more effort into her Mandarin learning. This change 
was reflected not only in the parents’ perception of Aiwen’s language skills, but also in terms of 
which language to emphasize in her language development at this stage.  
I told the Chinese teachers in the dual-language program my concerns about my 
daughter’s English when she was in k. The teacher assistant said ‘you went to the wrong 
direction. No need to worry about her English, you should pay more attention to her 
Mandarin. (CMS-Aiwen’s mother-2017) 
When Aiwen went to 3rd grade, she had continued to make much more progress in Mandarin 
than English.  
I think she spends too much time on Mandarin because Mandarin is easier than English 
and math to her. I think she should spend more time on English and math. (HLM-
Aiwen’s mother-2019) 
 
The mother is very satisfied with Aiwen’s Mandarin but still is a bit worried about her English, 
especially reading and writing. Hence, the mother asked the teacher to keep Aiwen in the ESL 
program even though she had already qualified to leave the program.  
      The parents also identified some strategies that might help them meet some of the challenges 
they anticipate have not been implemented yet. For instance, when they heard of the possibility 
of Aiwen being pulled from program, the parents began to talk about buying or renting an 
apartment in that school district to keep seats for Aiwen and her younger siblings in the dual-
language program. They also considered the Chinese afterschool program as an option to make 
sure the children keep learning Mandarin.  
If the program is shut down for real probably we will send them to Chinese language 
after school. They have to keep learning Mandarin. (CMS-Aiwen’s father-2018) 
The school district finally decided to keep the program and allow the currently enrolled students 
to stay in the program, which was very good news to this family. Having four children in the 
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household also heightens the difficulty for this family because it is not easy to carve out time to 
carry out their language plans. For example, the mother was considering sending Aiwen and her 
younger sister to Kumon23 to learn English and math but dropped the idea because of drop-off 
and pick-up issues. Given this family’s strong commitment to Mandarin retention and the desire 
to prepare their children, the discussion now turns to how the parents translate their ideas into 
practice, based on dinner-table conversations.  
Language Practice and Discourse at the Dinner Table  
      Familial Routines. 
      The father was not present for any of the family dinners recorded for this study because he 
was at work during dinner time. From observations during visits and information captured when 
scheduling the dinner recordings, the dining routine in this family is unusual compared to that of 
the other families in this study. In general, every day after Aiwen comes home from school, all 
the children and the mother have the first dinner around 5 pm, which is more like a formal meal 
than a snack. After that, Aiwen and Yali usually play or study in the living room while the twin 
brothers take a nap upstairs. Then, they will have the second dinner, which is a quick meal, 
around 7 pm before going to bed. The four dinner-table recordings therefore include two 5 pm 
dinners and two 7 pm dinners for this family.  
      The seating is also different. During each dinner, Aiwen and Yali eat at the round table while 
the two brothers sit in high chairs separated from their sisters. The mother sits in between the two 
high chairs to feed the two brothers. From the observer’s point of view, they are eating in two 
relatively isolated dining areas. Therefore, most of the dialogue among the actors involved in the 
four dinners is disconnected. As described previously, these audio recordings were transcribed 
 
23Chain Reading and Math Afterschool 
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and reviewed to capture key issues that are central to family discussions. In this family with four 
young children, the conversation focused mainly on table manners and eating habits. Other 
information is listed in Table 11. 
Table 11 
Summary of Each Dinner-Table Recording of Aiwen’s Family 




younger sister, twin 
brothers. 






Salmon, rice  Fried fish, beef stew, 
rice 






Table manners Table manners, 




















      Language Use Per Person Per Language. 
      The languages used in the four dinner-table recordings are Mandarin, the Fuzhou dialect, and 
English. As shown in Table 12, the frequency of turns reflects the language use of each family 
member who was present at the dinner table.  
1) Mandarin is the dominant language seen from the total turns and fluctuates from 67% 
(dinner #1) to 81% (dinner #1) of turns. Mandarin is also the dominant language for each 
actor.  
2) English is rarely spoken and most of the English turns are initiated by the target child. In 
particular, no English turns were involved in the 4th dinner conversation because the 
children were watching Chinese cartoons when they were eating. 
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3) The majority of the mixed turns are the ones that involved Mandarin and the Fuzhou 
dialect.  
4) The mother had the most turns over the four dinners. The only English turn of hers is 
when she calls the English name of the target child three times for dinner. Her dominant 
language is Mandarin rather than the Fuzhou dialect and the most likely reason is the 
father’s absence.  
5) The target child’s turns that involve Mandarin significantly exceed other languages.  
6) The majority of the Fuzhou dialect turns are initiated by the mother.  
Table 12 
 
Frequency of Turns per Person/Language at Dinner Table of Aiwen’s Family 
 




































 M E F C
M 
M E F C
M 
M E F C
M 
M E F C
M 
T 33 2 11 3 .297 61 5 10 12 .386 42 3 1 5 .242 30 0 2 3 .297 223/72
2(.309) 
Mo 46 0 16 11 .443 69 0 9 16 .412 56 1 5 14 .360 31 0 4 23 .492 301/72
2(.417) 
S 17 0 4 2 .139 15 1 5 4 .110 34 0 0 1 .166 14 0 1 0 .127 98/722(
136) 
B1 13 0 3 1 .103 14 0 0 0 .061 26 0 3 4 .156 6 0 2 0 .068 72/722(
.1) 



























































Note.  M—Mandarin; E—English; F—Fuzhou dialect; CM26—code mixing  




24Total turns per person / total turns all persons 
 
25Total turns per language /total turns all languages 
 
26Use two or more languages in the same turn. 
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      Eating Habits and Food Served at the Table. 
      Due to concerns about the children’s general health status, the parents are very cautious 
about their dietary habits. As described at the beginning of this case study, when the 
grandmother is in China, the children and the mother will often have take-out food from their 
restaurant, specially prepared by the father, for lunch and dinner. Even though no China-specific 
ingredients appear on their dinner table, the dishes are all Chinese style except for the cereal and 
milk served as a quick meal during the third dinner. In this family, children are not allowed to 
talk while eating because the mother is fearful of them choking on food. One of the major topics 
in the mother’s linguistic turns is about stopping the children from talking at the dinner table.  
      Excerpt 2.1 [2nd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Mother：  吃饭不要讲话 Aiwen 
                  Don’t talk when you are eating, Aiwen. 
 
2. Aiwen：   好吧。 
                  Alright.  
 
3. Mother：  妈妈跟你讲过吃东西会呛到。 
                  Mom told you that you would get choked if you talk while eating. 
 
4. Aiwen：   好。 
                  Ok. 
 
      In this excerpt, the mother asks Aiwen to stop talking [turn 1]. In the first two turns, the 
mother speaks Mandarin in a very mild and soft tone. Aiwen responds in Mandarin with the 
word “好” followed by a modal particle “吧” [turn 2]. The word “好” conveys the meaning of 
agreement while combined with “吧” endows the expression with a reluctant feeling. Right after 
that, the mother becomes irritated by Aiwen’s unwillingness and switches to Fuzhou dialect to 
explain again the risk of talking while eating [turn 3]. Aiwen responds with only one word “好” 
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as she senses the bad mood of her mother [turn 4]. The code-switching of the mother in this 
excerpt results from the language pattern in her parenting:  
Mostly I use Fuzhou when I discipline her and sometimes Mandarin. When I praise her, I 
use Mandarin because it sounds lovely than Fuzhou. (HLM—Aiwen’s mother) 
 
That is to say, the use of the Fuzhou dialect has more powerful deterrents than the use of 
Mandarin in this family.  
      Socialization through Naming Activity at the Table. 
      Excerpt 2.2 [3rd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Aiwen：    妈妈你的声音好像姑妈啊。 
                   Mom, your voice sounds like “gu ma” (aunt—father’s sister)。 
 
2. Mother：   我怎么可能像你姑妈? 你姑妈是你姑妈，我是我。爸爸的姐姐叫姑妈，
是不是啊。 
                   How could it be possible that my voice sounds like your “gu ma”? Your “gu 
ma” is your “gu ma”, me is me. Dad’s sister is called “gu ma”, isn’t it? 
 
3. Aiwen：    爸爸的姐姐叫姑姑。 
                   Dad’s sister is called “gu gu27” (aunt—father’s sister). 
 
4. Sister：     爸爸的姐姐叫姑姑。 
                   Dad’s sister is called “gu gu”. 
 
5. Brother2： 姐妹的姐妹叫什么？姐妹的姐妹叫姑姑。 
                   What do you call sister’s sister?  Sister’s sister is called “gu gu”. 
 
6. Mother：   姐妹的姐妹叫姑姑？你不要让妈妈笑了，你是在逗妈妈笑么？ 
Sister’s sister is called “gu gu”? Don’t make mother laugh, are you trying to 
make me laugh? 
 
7. Aiwen：    妈妈的姐妹叫阿姨。 
                   Mom’s sister is called “a yi” (aunt—mother’s sister). 
       
 
27Another expression for “gu ma”. 
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      This conversation is initiated by Aiwen and her use of “姑妈” (aunt—father’s sister) brings 
up the topic of a famous Chinese nursery rhyme called The Family Song. This rhyme is 
popularized not only in China but also in the worldwide community of beginner Mandarin 
language learners. Such rhymes are designed to contain simple vocabulary for children to learn 
at a young age and the repetition makes it easy for the learners to practice and remember. In 
addition, many of the rhymes have been passed down through the generations, which closely ties 
children to Chinese history and culture.  
      The mother comments on Aiwen’s opinion and extends the term “姑妈” to this nursery 
rhyme with one of the lines [turn 2]. Instead of making a direct request to say the term in a 
certain language, the questions are embedded in each line of the nursery rhyme. Both Aiwen and 
her younger sister give the correct answer one after another in a rhythmic way [turns 3-4]. Thus, 
they are very familiar with the rhyme because they recite the line spontaneously. One of the twin 
brothers also responds but he misremembers the line [turn 5]. From his recitation and the flow of 
the original rhyme, we can surmise that the twin brother meant to say “mother’s sister”. The 
mother is amused by his mistake and laughs and repeats what he says in an interrogative tone 
[turn 6]. The repetition of the incorrect expression and the use of interrogative tone would help 
attract the child’s attention to the mistake and mitigate the question-answer sequence (Abreu 
Fernandes, 2019). Obviously, Aiwen understands her brother’s intention and recites the rhyme 
for him using the correct word [turn 7]. By building a sequence of each line in this rhyme, this 
small activity strengthens the knowledge of the expression of family members in Mandarin. 
Moreover, through language learning, children are also socialized to become more familiar with 
the knowledge of family relationships in Chinese culture.    
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      Excerpt 2.3 [3rd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Brother1： 尿尿28 
              Pee. 
 
2. Mother：   尿尿，要讲普通话了啊，以后上学要讲普通话了啊。“尿尿”叫什么？ 
 Pee, you should speak Mandarin, you should speak Mandarin when you are 
in school in the future. What is “pee” in Mandarin?  
 
3. Aiwen：      尿尿，小便 
                                niao niao (pee), xiao bian (urinate). 
 
4. Mother：    小便，英语叫什么？ 
              Xiao bian (urinate), what is the word for this in English? 
 
5. Aiwen：     是这样子，在second grade 或者是kindergarten，或者是first grade，要这 
样子[举手] 
It is like this, when you are in second grade or kindergarten, or first grade, 
you should be like this [raise one of her hands]. 
 
6. Brother1：  妈妈是这样子么 [imitate what Aiwen does] 
                                 Mom, is it like this?   
 
7. Sister：       那大便是这样子吗? [imitate what Aiwen does] 
                                Is it like this when I want to go defecate?  
 
8. Mother：     英语叫什么？英语怎么讲？“尿尿”用英语怎么讲？[no response] Aiwen
怎么讲？妈妈有教过你怎么讲。 
What is the word for this in English? How to say that in English? How to 
say niao niao (pee) in English? Mom has taught you how to say in English. 
 
9. Aiwen：        pee. 
 
10. Mother：       pee, 对 
                                   Pee, right.  
 
      This sequence starts with the twin brother’s need to use bathroom during dinner-time. He 
uses a colloquial phrase that means to urinate, “尿尿”, and speaks it in Fuzhou dialect [turn 1]. 
 
28Cantonese and Fuzhou dialect is marked in bold and italics. 
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The child is expected to become familiar with the ways of being a student who can speak fluent 
Mandarin in the English/Mandarin program. Therefore, the mother repeats his utterance and 
switches to Mandarin [turn 2]. In this turn, she also makes a naming request to the twin brother 
for the Mandarin equivalent for “尿尿”. Aiwen gives two expressions for ‘urinate’ in the 
colloquial way –“尿尿” and the formal way— “小便” [turn 3]. The mother makes a further 
move to request the English equivalent for “小便” [turn 4].  
      The next three turns show us how the older child, who has already been to school, takes the 
role of teacher. That is, Aiwen takes on the agentive role to socialize the younger ones through 
the practice of demonstration and imitation. She teaches her younger siblings how they should 
use good manners when they need to use the bathroom in kindergarten, first grade, and second 
grade. In turn 5, Aiwen mixes English words in her utterance. In her first request, the mother 
uses “小便” but no response is received. Likely, the mother makes an assumption that the two 
younger ones do not understand what  “小便” means. The mother makes the naming request 
again using the phrase “尿尿”, which the children might be more familiar with, to the younger 
sister and twin brother. With no response again, the mother changes the strategy that transfers the 
agency to Aiwen to teach the young children [turns 8-10].  
      Language Patterns and Discourse among Family Members. 
      Parent-Child. 
      Throughout the conversations between the parents and the target child over the four dinner-
table recordings, Aiwen acts as a helper to take care of her younger sister and brothers by 
mimicking what her parents have modeled for her, which echoes the parents’ past narratives. For 
instance, one of the conversations that consumed much of the dinner-table recordings  was when 
the mother repeatedly urged Yali to eat faster over and over. On this occasion, Aiwen was 
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motivated by the mother’s frustration and attempted to help by urging her younger sister to eat 
her meal quickly.  
      Excerpt 2.4 [2nd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Mother：我跟你讲啊，你吃饭这么慢，警察会来的。我要生气了。 
                I’ll tell you, if you eat slow like this, the policeman will come. I am losing my 
temper.  
 
2. Aiwen： 你不要生气，我来生气。[to younger sister]你快点吃。 
                Don’t get angry, let me be mad at her. [to younger sister] Eat quickly.  
      The selected excerpt happened when the mother had already asked Yali to eat faster but she 
was still eating at her own pace. The mother became frustrated and gave Yali a warning in the 
Fuzhou dialect [turn 1]. Clearly recognizing that the mother was getting angry at Yali, Aiwen 
comforted her mother and took the initiative, offering to be the ‘bad cop’ for her [turn 2]. In this 
turn, Aiwen not only took over the job of urging her younger sister to eat faster, but also used the 
language pattern of her mother, demonstrating her awareness that Fuzhou dialect is a more 
powerful deterrent than Mandarin. In this exchange, Aiwen plays two roles, daughter and big 
sister. At the same time, Aiwen was being socialized to use her heritage (family) language 
through the imitation of her parent’s language pattern and behavior pattern. Conversations 
similar Excerpt 2.4 happened multiple times in the four recordings. In Excerpt 2.5, the mother 
initiates the conversation with a query about Yali’s leftovers and in Excerpt 2.6, she hands over 
the power to Aiwen to negotiate with her younger sister about her eating habits.  
      Excerpt 2.5 [2nd Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Mother：你是不是还剩下这么多饭啊 [to younger sister]。 
                Are you going to have so much food left? 
 
2. Aiwen ：别让妈妈生气啊[to younger sister]。 
                Don’t piss mother off.  
 
      Excerpt 2.6 [1st Dinner Table] 
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1. Mother： 你跟 Yali讲，我不想讲了。 
                 You talk to Yali, I don’t want to talk to her anymore. 
 
2. Aiwen ： 你知道我生气的样子[to younger sister]。 
                 You know how I would be like if I get angry.  
 
      Child-Sibling. 
      From the three excerpts discussed above, Aiwen, as the oldest child who has the most school 
experience in the U.S., has the authority that is second only to the parents in this family. The 
authority is embodied mainly in two ways: teach the younger siblings what the mother (Chinese 
adults) consider to be good manners and the knowledge she learned from school.  
      The two turns are captured from different dinner table recordings but they all happened in the 
context of Yali’s slow eating pace. In turn 1, Aiwen uses the reward strategy (which she might 
have learned from her parents or school) to encourage Yali to eat her food. In the second turn, 
she explains what will happen in school if she does not fill her stomach on schedule. Both turns 
indicate that Aiwen is socializing her younger siblings in the ways that she has been socialized at 
home and school and she assumes this role with the acquiescence of their parents. It is another 
example in which the child takes on not only the role of recipient but also of agent to socialize in 
the communicative practices.  
1. Aiwen：只要你先吃完饭，我就给你巧克力吃。你不吃完的话，我就不给。 
As long as you eat up your food, I will give you a chocolate. If you don’t finish 
up, I will not give you that.   




When you are going to school in the future, if you only eat so little, you are not 
allowed to eat whenever you want to eat at school. If you want to eat at school, 
you can only eat during the lunch time and snack time.  
[1st Dinner Table] 
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      In addition, with almost four years of learning experience in school, the role as ‘teacher’ of 
language learning, including Mandarin and English, in this family has been gradually filled by 
Aiwen.  
      Excerpt 2.7 [1st Dinner Table Recording] 
 
1. Brother1： [tried to say something to Yali] teng mai. 
 
2. Mother：   好慢  
                               hao man (so slow). 
 
3. Aiwen  ：  好慢不是 teng mai. 
                  It is hao man (so slow), not teng mai. 
 
4. Mother：  没关系，他已经很棒啦。 
                              It’s ok, he has already done a good job. 
      This excerpt was immediately after Excerpt 2.5 in which the mother and Aiwen discuss 
Yali’s slow eating pace. The twin brother joins in the conversation and leaves a comment with 
teng mai [turn 1]. He was trying to say hao man in Mandarin but failed to pronounce it correctly. 
At the time the dinner talk was recorded, he was only four years old and was in the phase of 
receiving input of three different languages simultaneously. Most of the time, the pronunciations 
of the twin brothers were indistinct, not only in the recordings but also in communications we 
had during past visits. The mother corrected his pronunciation word by word in a soft tone (turn 
2). Conversely, Aiwen points out his mispronunciation with seriousness [turn 3]. Her tone 
suggests that she is stricter with her younger siblings than her mother. As the ‘good cop’ in this 
sequence, the mother praises the brother instead [turn 4].  
      These two sets of data show parents’ beliefs about heritage language maintenance and 
English learning and how they translate those beliefs into parental decision-making in a family of 
four children with three languages in use. This mother attached importance to the target child’s 
English throughout the study. In the parents’ point of view, Mandarin is closely associated with 
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their cultural roots and its rising market value is conducive to the children’s future careers in the 
changing socio-political society. As a subordinate language to Mandarin, the Fuzhou dialect in 
this family is the medium to maintain communication with the grandparents who mostly speak 
Fuzhou dialect in China. The captured dinner-table conversations manifest not only the language 
choice and patterns among the family members, but also the agency role of the older child to 
socialize the younger ones in Chinese families. Given the limited parents’ language skills in both 
English and Mandarin and the existence of Chinese language varieties, the Mandarin/English 
dual-language program is the best choice over other available resources according to their family 
circumstances and needs. The parents’ expectations also changed as the child’s competencies in 
English and Mandarin changed over time.  
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Tian’s Family 
Family Structure and Family Life 
       Tian’s family is a family of five that lives in a single-family home in an upper middle-class 
neighborhood: father (Lin Li), mother (Yi Zhu), older sister (Xin Li), older brother (Wen Li), 
and the target child (Tian Li). The surrounding area includes a childcare facility, senior center, 
and aquatic facilities, and their home is very close to elementary and middle schools. In addition 
to the parents and children, the household included a maternal grandmother who lived with the 
family for over ten years. The paternal grandparents live in the same neighborhood a few blocks 
away and join the family for dinner once a week. The paternal grandmother goes to the senior 
center every day because many people her age from China gather there every day for activities, 
but the maternal grandmother does not like to go because she does not drive. Sometimes the 
three children go to the senior center with the paternal grandmother to play ping pong. The 
paternal grandparents come and help to take care of the children when the other grandmother is 
not available.  
      Since agreeing to participate in the Cultural Models Study in 2016, the father has been 
employed as a manager of two Chinese restaurants in another city, which entails a commute of 
approximately 20 minutes. Currently, he is working on the pre-opening of a third restaurant. He 
is at home in time for dinner two or three times each week. The mother has not worked outside 
the home since the first child went to pre-K in the U.S. She scarcely has a moment to herself. 
According to observations, interviews, and scheduling conversations, much of her time is spent 
transporting the children to and from Chinese afterschool activities, such as swimming class, 
ballet class, a KUMON reading and math center, etc. When the children are all at school, the 
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mother usually is occupied with regular household duties and sometimes she helps at the 
restaurants.  
      One feature that makes this family stand out in contrast to the other case study families is that 
the parents use the older children’s experience as reference for their decision-making with 
respect to the school experience of the youngest child. The first child, a girl, Xin Li, was born in 
China in 2003. She traveled back and forth with her mother between China and the U.S. until she 
was four years old.  The ancient Chinese had a saying from the philosopher, Mencius: “The older 
brother is like a father”. In general, the meaning of the saying has two layers; first, younger 
siblings should respect the oldest child, and second, the eldest child should help the parents take 
care of younger siblings, especially when parents are not in the house (e.g., when they are 
traveling), and take on the responsibility of the parents. Xin often was observed helping with 
Tian’s homework and other work from afterschool classes and taking care of the younger 
brothers. For example, she comforted Tian when they were all waiting at the KUMON center for 
the mother who was running late to pick them up. The second child, a boy, Wen Li, was born in 
the U.S. in 2007. He has been in the U.S. since he was born, except for going to China 
occasionally for a few weeks for vacation.  
      The target child, a boy, Tian Li, was born in the U.S. in 2012. At the time the family agreed 
to participate in the Cultural Models Study in 2016, he was attending pre-K. At the time of data 
collection for this dissertation, he was completing 1st grade in a traditional English-speaking 
elementary school and transferred to an English-Mandarin dual-language program for 2nd grade. 
As the mother described in the initial interview in the Cultural Models Study,29 Tian is a child 
who is flexible, outgoing, obedient, sometimes a little bit naughty, and eager to learn. Before he 
 
29The initial Year I interview from the CMS, when Tian was in preschool. 
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went to kindergarten, Tian was pulled from Pre-K and sent to China to stay with his maternal 
grandmother for four months. The following year, when Tian was in kindergarten, the mother30 
was more critical of him, describing him as a little bit immature and needs to be more 
independent. During home visits during his kindergarten year, Tian was often observed staying 
close to his mother.  
Table 13 
Tian’s and Siblings’ Ages and Grade Levels for Each Year in Study 
607 Birth date/place 2016 2017 2018 2019 
Xin Li 
Older Sister 
2003/China Middle School High School 
Wen Li 
Older Brother 




2012/U.S. Pre-K K 1st 2nd 
 
China Background and Immigrant History 
      The father went to college to study business and worked in a company when he was in 
Guang Zhou, Guangdong Province, China. The paternal grandparents immigrated with the 
family of the paternal mother’s sister. Then, the father immigrated to the U.S. to reunite with his 
parents in 1997. The father went to graduate school in the U.S. and earned a master’s degree in 
computer science. Since then, he has traveled back and forth between the U.S. and China to work 
for a company that allowed him to stay half the year in the U.S. and half the year in China. The 
 
30Year II interview from the CMS, when Tian was going to K.  
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parents were married in Guang Zhou in 2002. The mother, Yi Zhu, wanted to stay in China but 
the father could not get a job in China. Then, by chance, he was offered a job by a friend who 
was working as a manager of a Chinese restaurant in the U.S.  
        One year after the father took the restaurant job, the mother and six-month-old Xin moved 
to the U.S. The mother had worked in Human Resources in a joint venture company in China 
before she came to the U.S. She planned to stay in China so she did not quit her job when she 
first came to the U.S. After half a year in the U.S., in order to keep her job and send Xin to 
kindergarten31 in China and learn Mandarin, the mother decided to take the daughter back to 
China for another half year. The mother and daughter traveled back and forth between China and 
the U.S. until Xin was four, the age for pre-K in the U.S. That opportunity, plus the fact that the 
maternal grandfather passed away, influenced the mother’s decision to settle in the U.S. Also, 
she brought her mother (the maternal grandmother) to the U.S. to live with them. She planned to 
go to graduate school but gave up that plan after the second child was born.  
      As was the case with Aiwen’s family, this family uses three languages (Cantonese, Mandarin 
and English) within their household. To this family, the maintenance of heritage language is 
more complex than the other Chinese immigrant families in which only two languages were 
used. This family also offers a different perspective on the relative importance of the role of the 
Chinese language varieties in relation to Mandarin and English. This perspective is discussed via 
analysis of the parental narratives about Cantonese as well as the language discourse among 




31Kindergarten in China refers to any schools before going to 1st grade.   
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Parental Language Ideology Regarding Children’s Language Development 
      Meaning of Maintaining Mandarin and Cantonese. 
      Tian’s parents frequently acknowledged the importance of having their children speak 
Mandarin. Even though they have lived in the U.S. for many years, they often shared the deeply 
held belief that their roots are in China and the cultural value has not changed.  
Nobody knows maybe one day, we might go back to China. Even [though] people here 
are very friendly to us, it is difficult to get into the society. There are some changes, but 
the core value hasn’t changed. (HLM-Tian’s mother-2019) 
From the mother’s perspective, being able to speak Mandarin is a remarkable symbol of Chinese 
identity. Therefore, continuing the use of Mandarin among the generation of her children is a 
way of staying in touch with the family’s roots and not forgetting their identity even though 
Cantonese is their home language.  
Because if you cannot speak Mandarin, when you are back to China, you are a foreigner. 
(HLM-Tian’s mother-2019) 
In turn, the mother also agrees that awareness of cultural identity helps inspire her children to 
learn Mandarin, which is most evident in the oldest child’s experience of growing up. Among the 
three children in this family, Xin, the oldest child, speaks the most fluent Mandarin and 
Cantonese. Even though she has been through a period of identity confusion, she sees herself as 
Chinese now and has integrated successfully into a new circle with other Chinese children at 
school. As a consequence, she is motivated to seek a deeper connection to Mandarin learning and 
contemporary culture and trends in China, such as Chinese pop music and television shows.  
      Another reason that Mandarin is important and Cantonese is not enough results from the 
parents’ work experience in China before they moved to the U.S. Given the high rate of 
economic growth and the increasing national power of China, the mother believes that the 
mastery of Mandarin provides more opportunities for the children’s career in the future.  
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I worked in a foreign company co-run by China and U.S. I know Chinese (refers to 
Mandarin) is very important. The company required Mandarin and English. Cantonese is 
not enough. (CMS-Tian’s mother-2017) 
During the past years living in the U.S., this belief about Mandarin’s superiority has been 
reinforced by their relatives and friends in China about the changing status of Mandarin in 
Guangdong Province. In Guangdong Province, where this family originally came from, the 
dominant language used to be Cantonese, but it has been gradually replaced by Mandarin under 
the government’s Mandarin policy established in 1956. Beginning in 1980, Cantonese was 
forbidden in public schools and all the subjects were required to be taught in Mandarin. 
Therefore, in this area Cantonese has gradually given away to Mandarin, generation by 
generation, which is evidenced from a story shared by the mother. 
My sister’s daughter is born here and she speaks English. Then they went back to China 
and she was raised at home, speaking Cantonese. But last year, she went to K for a year. 
Now she cannot speak any Cantonese. Mandarin in China now is very powerful. 
(HLM-Tian’s mother-2019) 
      In spite of this awareness of the decline of Cantonese, although the parents value Mandarin, 
Cantonese still dominates in their daily life. One explanation is that the maternal grandmother, 
who can barely speak Mandarin, lives with them. As claimed by the mother, Cantonese is their 
home language and the existence of Cantonese has its pros and cons in their children’s Mandarin 
learning. On the one hand (and different from other Chinese families who have no dialectal 
variation involved), the use of Cantonese leads to few opportunities to practice Mandarin in their 
daily life. That is, if they do not speak any other Chinese languages, but only speak Mandarin 
and English, they they could spend more time on Mandarin at home. On the other hand, 
Cantonese is still considered a useful tool in teaching and learning Mandarin at home. For 
example, if the children have trouble understanding Mandarin, the parents can translate the word 
or sentence into Cantonese to make it easier for them.  
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If we speak Cantonese first then Mandarin, that would be easier for them to understand. 
Cantonese becomes the bridge for Mandarin learning. (HLM—Tian’s mother-2019) 
      Tian’s Language Competence and Parents’ Changing Expectations as He Transitions. 
      With the experience of raising two children already, the parents have become more confident 
in addressing problems that exist or may arise in each phase of Tian’s transition to school. For 
example, the parents used to be very strict regarding the daughter’s Mandarin learning. However, 
when the same strategy was applied to the second child, he strongly resisted Mandarin. Tian does 
not speak Mandarin often, even though he goes to a Chinese language afterschool program and 
was sent to China to learn Mandarin for a few months. The mother describes that he is learning 
Mandarin but does not want to speak it. When he was a preschooler, he used to speak Cantonese 
to his maternal grandmother at home. He only spoke a little Mandarin during his four-month stay 
in China. After many attempts and adjustments, the mother has gradually lowered her 
expectations for the youngest child with regard to his Mandarin learning as well as Cantonese.  
If he is willing to learn Mandarin, we will support him and let him learn as much as he 
can. I will not give him too much pressure. But if his Mandarin falls behind too much, 
we will take some actions to help him catch up. For the Cantonese, it would be good if 
he could speak, if not, that would be fine, as long as he can understand. (HLM—Tian’s 
mother-2019) 
The mother is basically content with Tian’s Mandarin learning so far, although he is still 
reluctant to speak it. In the last year of this study, when Tian was in 2nd grade in the English-
Mandarin dual-language program, the mother only expected him to read more and learn more 
Chinese characters.  
      By contrast, Tian’s mother remains highly demanding in terms of her children’s English 
learning, based on her knowledge that admission to university and qualification exams in the 
U.S. are in English. If their English is not good enough, they will have difficulties in mainstream 
schools. When discussing Tian’s English language learning, she explained that he is a child who 
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is slow to ‘warm up’ and usually takes one or two months to adjust to the new environment in 
every transition. For instance, when he first went to 2nd grade, he had trouble with writing and 
spelling.  
If you ask him to write a sentence, he is not able to write. And he cannot spell well. I 
think there is no problem with his English listening and speaking. For the writing, he 
can read and practice more to catch up, so I am not that worried. (HLM—Tian’s 
mother-2019) 
According to the mother, at the beginning of each school year, Tian is a little bit behind in 
English but is able to catch up shortly. She also notes that the two older children are doing well 
in their English so she has confidence in Tian’s eventual English learning. No matter how behind 
he might be now, he will catch up with the schedule eventually, like his older siblings.  
      Parent’s Perceptions of Dual-Language Program and Chinese Afterschool Program. 
      This discussion about this particular family is rich and important, much more so than for the 
other two families. One reason it is so significant for this family is the parents’ reliance on their 
older children’s experiences when making decisions for Tian. Among the characteristics of a 
school setting, the mother values the quality of the teacher the most. That is, from the mother’s 
perspective, the quality of a school or program depends on the quality of the teacher. This 
evaluation criterion also applies to programs for Mandarin learning.  
I think the teacher is an important factor in Mandarin learning, in any schools. Teachers’ 
expectations and their teaching strategies are very important. (CMS-Tian’s mother-
2017) 
      The two older children in this family went to the district’s English/Mandarin dual-language 
program starting from kindergarten, and Xin, the oldest child, stayed in this program until 5th 
grade. The mother was satisfied with the teachers and the program during that time, whereupon 
the parents decided to send Wen, the second child, to this program for kindergarten. However, on 
the basis of that experience, their favorable impression of the dual-language program started to 
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go downhill. First, the teachers were not as good as before. According to the mother’s 
description, his school report showed that Wen was not making process in his Mandarin in this 
program. In addition, the parents were aware of frequent rumors about possible changes and 
reforms to the program. In the mother’s opinion, the confidence of the parents, teachers, and 
even the students in this program languished due to its uncertainty and instability.  
It is the fifth time they are thinking of shutting down the dual-language program since my 
daughter was there. It might lead to the insecurities in both children and teachers. 
Parents also feel insecure. (CMS—Tian’s mother-2018)  
      In addition, given the experience of the two older children who studied in the dual-language 
program, the mother was not happy that certain subjects, such as math, were taught in Mandarin. 
For example, when her daughter was in the program, social studies were taught in Mandarin. 
Also, not only the language but also Chinese pedagogy was used to teach math. When Xin went 
to middle school where all the subjects were taught in English, it took her a long time to 
understand and connect the concepts and theories to what she learned before in Mandarin. Now 
Tian is in this program and the teachers are teaching math in Mandarin. That is, all the concepts 
and formulas in math are taught in Mandarin but the homework and tests are in English. To help 
him understand the concepts, the parents must do extra work at home when they help with his 
math homework. 
The concepts are different in Mandarin and English. You have to know the meaning of 
the term to work the math problems. Now he is learning math in Mandarin at school but 
the homework is in English. We have to explain to him again. (HLM—Tian’s mother-
2019) 
      Conversely, the mother speaks highly of the Chinese language afterschool program where all 
three children take classes every Saturday. She believes that the content taught in the afterschool 
program meets the needs and interests of the children. In that program, the teachers are not just 
teaching the language. To keep the children engaged and excited about Mandarin learning, the 
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teachers employ various fun and innovative approaches to relate Chinese culture to class 
activities.  
Parental Efforts and Language Discourse at Home and Beyond Regarding Child’s Language 
Development—What They Said and Did 
      ‘Physical Setting’—Invisible FLP. 
       As soon as you enter this home, you may notice the study on the right, where the two older 
children usually work on their homework. To the left is a living room that is open to the kitchen 
area. Based on observations during past visits, the TV in the living room is usually on when the 
maternal grandmother is there.  
The mother opened the door for me and walked me in the living room. The maternal 
grandmother was sitting on the couch and watching News on TV. The news is in 
Cantonese because they paid for the channel. (field notes 02/21/2017)  
The house has an open kitchen, including an island work area and a dining area with a round 
dinner table. Almost everything in the dining area can be observed from the living room. In the 
corner of the dining area is a child-sized study desk and two chairs, one for Tian and the other for 
whoever helps with his homework.  
Tian and his older sister are just back from school and they are both heading to KUMON 
center in an hour. Before they go, the older sister always helps him check his homework 
either reading or math taken from KUMON. Now they are sitting at the small desk and 
Tian is reading an English story out to her. (field notes 02/12/2018) 
In addition, two charts are on the wall next to the desk. One is the Mandarin Pinyin and the other 
is the English alphabet.  
      Language Practices and Strategies at Home and Beyond. 
      Language Use Among Family Members. 
      In this family, three languages currently are in use: Cantonese, which is the dominant 
language in the home, English, and Mandarin, which more recently the family is trying to 
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involve in their daily conversation. The parents can speak Cantonese, Mandarin, and fluent 
English. The maternal grandmother speaks only Cantonese. When the children speak English at 
home, the grandmother is not able to understand them. The paternal grandparents can speak 
Cantonese, limited English, and a little Mandarin when they are with someone who can speak 
only Mandarin, such people at the local Senior Center.  
      In terms of language competence, the mother notes that their English is the best, Cantonese is 
second, and Mandarin is the weakest. When the children are together, they speak only English.  
When Tian was in 1st grade, he began refusing to speak any language but English, especially 
after the maternal grandmother returned to China for a year, because he knew that everyone at 
home now could speak English. Although he is in the Mandarin/English dual-language program 
for 2nd grade, he rarely speaks any Mandarin or even Cantonese at home. Lack of practice in 
Mandarin and Cantonese makes it more difficult for Tian to communicate with his grandparents 
at home.  
Now he gradually cannot recall how to express. For example, he tried to tell the paternal 
grandmother that don’t cook rice tonight but he just could say it. I don’t know which 
language he tried to say. He just doesn’t know how to tell the grandmother “cook rice’. 
(HLM—Tian’s mother-2019) 
      Formal/Informal Language Activities at Home and in the Larger Community. 
      Given the fact that Cantonese and English are the most frequently used languages among the 
family members, the parents continue to try to generate more opportunities for Mandarin 
learning for their children. Mandarin book reading is the major activity that they have in the 
home domain. When Tian was very young, the mother read him stories in Mandarin every day. 
Even the maternal grandmother, who speaks not very standard Mandarin and has a strong 
Cantonese accent, made a good effort to read stories to her grandson and played a significant role 
in Tian’s Mandarin learning before she returned to China.  
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When he was back from China, my mother was help him with his Mandarin and he was 
able to keep up with that. Then my mother went back to China so I sent him to Chinese 
afterschool, he lost passion in learning Mandarin and resisted to learn. (HLM—
Tian’s mother-2019) 
As Tian has learned more Chinese characters from the Chinese afterschool program and the dual-
language program, the mother began to let him read two books on his own in Mandarin every 
day. When the father was at home, he would also read with Tian using the textbook from the 
Chinese language afterschool program. In addition, the parents started to speak more Mandarin 
at home and encouraged the children to respond in Mandarin to create a Mandarin speaking 
environment.  
I told them that from now on, when I speak Mandarin, you have to respond in Mandarin. 
When they are with their mother or grandparents, they can speak Cantonese. I told 
them that how cool it would be when you grow up and can speak Mandarin, Cantonese 
and English. So I decided to let them speak Mandarin when I am at home. (CMS—
Tian’s father-2018)  
      For a family that dominantly uses one of the Chinese language varieties than Mandarin, the 
learning activities in the home domain are not sufficient to promote the children’s Mandarin. Not 
as many Cantonese-speaking families as Mandarin-speaking families are in the Chinese 
community. Going to the Mandarin/English dual-language program and the Chinese afterschool 
program therefore is not only for language learning but also for access to more Mandarin-
speaking families. Thus, when they play with children from Mandarin-speaking families, they 
will have more opportunities to practice their Mandarin. 
My daughter has many friends here from Beijing. One girl in her group, she requires 
that all of them have to speak Mandarin, so they can play together. (HLM—Tian’s 
mother-2019) 
When he plays with his friend V, because V speaks Mandarin and English, so he speaks 
more Mandarin than Cantonese when they are together. (HLM—Tian’s mother-
2019) 
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      The mother is also looking for other options beyond the local community. For example, 
summer camps co-hosted by the China Press in the U.S. and organizations in China are available 
to provide opportunities for the younger generation from Chinese immigrant families. The two 
older children who participated in these summer camps can go to China for a few weeks to take 
classes such as Mandarin and traditional Chinese painting or to teach English as volunteers. 
      Tian is too young for these summer camps. The idea of sending him to China for Mandarin 
learning comes from the successful experience of Xin, the oldest child in this family. The mother 
took Xin to China for a few months during the summer before Xin started kindergarten. The 
parents hired a tutor to teach her Mandarin every day and she made great progress. When Xin 
went to the dual-language program, the transition was smooth and she became more confident in 
school. Nevertheless, the same was not true in Tian’s case. For one reason, Tian was younger 
and less mature than Xin when she was sent to China. It took a while for Tian to get used to the 
new environment in China far away from his parents. For another, even though he had learned 
some Mandarin during his stay in China, he forgot English, which made him struggle in his 
transition to kindergarten in an English-speaking traditional school. The disadvantages of 
sending Tian to China outweighed the advantages. As a consequence, the parents decided never 
to leave him alone in China for such a long time again except for short vacations when the family 
would be together.  
He complained to me that he was not able to speak English, blaming on me because I 
took him back to China for months. (CMS—Tian’s mother-2017). 
      Challenges and Dilemmas. 
      The parents have tried hard to help their children maintain Mandarin through various 
strategies. In the process of implementing these strategies, the biggest challenge has been the 
children’s resistance to Mandarin. Tian has learned Mandarin at the Chinese afterschool program 
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and from the tutor they hired in China, and currently he is in the dual-language program, but he 
insists on speaking English.  
Even though I send him to Chinese afterschool, the teacher told me that he totally 
understands what they are talking about, the Mandarin, he just speaks English. (CMS—
Tian’s mother-2019) 
As described, the parents started to speak more Mandarin and encouraged Tian to respond in 
Mandarin at home. Indeed, he is still reluctant to speak Mandarin and even ignores the 
conversation.  
My mother-in law was helping us taking care of the children. But he is not very close to 
his paternal grandmother. When his maternal grandmother talks to him, he will reply. But 
when the paternal grandmother talks to him, he just ignores. (HLM—Tian’s mother-
2019) 
They are not very willing to communicate with me in Mandarin. Like the youngest one, 
when I speak Mandarin to him, he understands but he just responds in English, 
sometimes in Cantonese. (HLM—Tian’s father-2019) 
      Given Tian’s reaction, the parents’ ideas and plans with respect to Mandarin learning are 
beset with many difficulties in practice. Nevertheless, the mother indicates her understanding of 
what is happening to Tian. The parents have described the phases of the two older children’s 
resistance to Mandarin and eventually the parents got over the dilemma about how to address 
their children’s resistance. For example, the daughter was willing to speak Mandarin until 2nd 
grade but then refused to speak Mandarin when she was in 4th grade. From the mother’s 
perspective, Xin might have had identity issues at school so she stopped using Mandarin. After 
she went to middle school and got acquainted with more students from China, the situation 
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Changes in FLP Over Time—In and Out of the Dual-Language Program 
      Taking a panoramic view of the three children’s school experiences over the past years, the 
changes in the language policy of this family are evidenced mainly in the parental decisions 
about choosing between the Mandarin/English dual-language program and going to an English-
only traditional school in this school district. The decisions for Tian are based on their evaluation 
of the older children’s experience and Tian’s current learning progress.  
Figure 3 
School Choice of Three Children Tian’s Family 
 
 
      As shown in Figure 3, Xin stayed in the dual-language program continuously from 
kindergarten through 5th grade. When she was in 4th grade, she did not want to learn Mandarin so 
the mother planned to send her to a middle school with no Mandarin program. However, the 
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students could take a one-hour Mandarin class every week. Satisfied with the dual-language 
program, the parents continued this program for Wen, from Kindergarten through 4th grade. 
During Wen’s participation in the program, the program changed considerably and the quality of 
the teachers declined. Hence, the parents started to consider the possibility of transferring him to 
the traditional school. Details are provided in Table 14.  
Table 14 
Parent Quotes:  Examples Regarding Decisions on Tian’s School Choice Over Time 
School Level/Date Decision on School Choice 
Preschool/ (10/2016) I am not sending him to the Dual language program next year 
(k).  
Preschool/ (03/2017) He is going to the dual-language program.  
Transition to K (07/2017) I don’t want him to go to the dual-language program. Wen was 
pulled out from the dual language program by the end of the 4th 
grade year and sent to traditional school with Tian. 
Transition to 2nd 
(06/2019) 
The main reason that I transferred him back to the dual language 
program is because he is not speaking Mandarin now. 
      According to the mother’s narratives with regard to their decision-making, the reasons for the 
changes can be generated from several aspects. The reason the parents decided to stop the dual-
language program the first time was that they were not satisfied with Wen’s school experience 
there, especially as he was not making much progress in Mandarin. A few months later, they still 
thought that dual-language program might be a good choice for Tian’s Mandarin learning and 
wanted to give it another try. However, Tian’s English had fallen behind after he came back from 
China. Moreover, they could not bear the math teaching in this program. After weighing the 
advantages and disadvantages, the parents made their ‘final’ decision to enroll Tian in a 
traditional U.S. school.  
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      This was the first time the parents had one of their children enrolled in a school for 
kindergarten and elementary study other than the Mandarin/English dual-language program. 
However, after two years in the traditional school, the parents found that this school was not as 
good as they expected, especially compared with their previous experience with the dual-
language program. Based on two years of observation and experience, the mother thinks that the 
administration and management of this school is not professional. She is worried about the 
potential consequences of the loss of good teachers and the overall quality of the remaining team.  
They have a new principle but he is not paying attention to students’ study. And the 
teachers, I heard that many good teachers were continually leaving. They just quit. Just 
quit the job or retire all of a sudden in half of the semester. (HLM—Tian’s mother-2019) 
      After two years of study in English-only classrooms, Tian’s English continued to lag far 
behind and he stopped speaking Mandarin. When he transferred back to the dual-language 
program, the teachers noticed that he had trouble spelling and writing in English.  
During the past two years, I didn’t see him memorize or write any English words at 
home. I think what he has learned (English) in this school is less than what he is learning 
at the dual language. (HLM—Tian’s mother-2019) 
Tian has made some progress in Mandarin, perhaps because of the schedule in which he must 
speak Mandarin half the day in the dual-language program. The mother states that Tian is having 
a good time in the dual-language program and making some progress in both English and 
Mandarin. Overall, the quality of the school and teachers and the children’s learning outcomes 
are the two major considerations in making decisions regarding the choice of their children’s 
school. Along with the changes in the parents’ decisions, some modifications to their language 
plan ensued.  For instance, to prepare Tian for kindergarten in the dual-language program, the 
mother decided to send him to China for Mandarin learning. When they finally sent Tian back to 
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the dual-language program, Tian stopped going to the Chinese language afterschool program 
because the parents believed that learning Mandarin in the program was sufficient.  
 
Language Practice and Discourse at the Dinner Table   
      Familial Routine. 
      Usually, the father goes home for dinner two or three times a week. Among the four dinner-
table recordings, the father was present for the last two. On the other days of the week, the three 
children sometimes eat separately due to their different afterschool schedules and sometimes 
they eat together with the mother. The maternal grandmother was absent throughout the four 
dinner-table recordings because she had returned to China. During this period, the paternal 
grandmother who lived nearby came to help with cooking occasionally and is heard in the last 
recording. Other information is listed in Table 15.  
Table 15 
Summary of Each Dinner Table of Tian’s Family 
 1st  2nd  3rd  4th  
Social Actors Mother, child, older 
sister, older brother  
Mother, child, older 
sister, older brother  
Mother, father, child, 
older sister, older 
brother  
Mother, father, child, 
older sister, older 
brother, paternal 
grandmother  
Dish Served Dumplings Scrambled egg with 
tomato, salmon 
Chinese style beef 
stew 
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      Language Use per Person per Language. 
      The languages used in the four dinner-table recordings are Cantonese, English, and 
Mandarin. The frequency of turns shown in Table 16 indicates the language use of each family 
member who was present at the dinner table.  
1) Cantonese is the dominant language spoken in 62% and 51% of the conversations when 
the father was away. When the father was present, although in one of the two dinners, the 
use of Cantonese still outweighs the use of English, the share of English use significantly 
increases. In the last dinner recording with the father present, the proportion of English 
use exceeds the use of Cantonese.  
2) Mandarin is rarely spoken, only 2 turns in the second dinner and 1 turn in the fourth 
dinner. The majority use of Mandarin is from the father and mother. The older brother 
and Tian have no turns in Mandarin throughout the four recordings. 
3) The father (34.1%) and the mother (36.2%) have almost the same number of turns when 
they were present. The father’s dominant language is English and the mother’s is 
Cantonese.  
4) The mother has the most Mandarin turns in three out of four dinners. In the third dinner 
recording, the father has 23 turns in Mandarin out of 27 in total.   
5) The dominant language of the target child is English. He has the fewest turns because 
most of the time he is away from the dinner table. Only two turns are in Cantonese and 
one turn mixes Cantonese and English.  
Excerpt 3.1 [3rd Dinner Table Recording] 
            Mother：  吃不吃鱼啊？鱼啊？ 
Do you want to eat fish (salmon)? Fish (salmon)? 
 
Tian：      鱼，鱼，鱼 
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                             Fish, fish, fish. 
 
Excerpt 3.2 [1st Dinner Table Recording] 
            Sister [to Tian]： 关机，不要玩啦。 
                                Turn it off, don’t play with it. 
 
Tian：         Why 哥哥 play ? 
                    Why does ‘gege’ (older brother) play? 
 
 
6) In three out of four dinners, the dominant language of the older sister is Cantonese and 
only in the dinner when the father is present. The older sister speaks more English than 
other languages.  
7) The paternal grandmother showed up to help with cooking in the fourth dinner but did 
not join the dinner. Near the end of the dinner, she joined a short conversation with the 
mother about the cooking plan for tomorrow. She has four turns in Cantonese.  
Table 16 
 
Frequency of Turns per Person/Language at Dinner Table of Tian’s Family 
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M E C C
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M E C C
M 
T 0 27 1 1 .121 0 24 1 0 .067 0 18 0 0 .044 0 25 0 0 .073 97/13
63((.0
71) 
Fa 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 23 72 29 23 .361 0 66 29 13 .317 255/7
48(.3
41) 
Mo 9 2 80 5 .4 2 14 128 36 .48 3 9 109 12 .327 1 10 64 10 .249 494/1
363(.
362) 
S 1 15 41 6 .263 0 25 32 26 .221 1 26 49 12 .216 0 23 19 5 .138 281/1
363(.
206) 
B 0 22 26 4 .217 0 47 29 11 .232 0 15 6 0 .052 0 59 8 5 .211 232/1
363(.
170) 






























































32Total turns per person / total turns all persons. 
      
 
   






Note.  M—Mandarin; E—English; C—Cantonese; CM34—code mixing  




      Food Served at the Table. 
      According to the observations and short conversations with the mother before each dinner, 
the dishes served on the table are all Chinese home-style cooking and some are typical Chinese 
dishes, such scrambled eggs with tomato and dumplings. In particular, the mother stated that 
making dumplings once a week has recently become their new family tradition. This family 
visited one of their Chinese friends and had dumplings for dinner a few days ago. The children 
became interested in making dumplings after that dinner so the mother decided to make it part of 
the family’s routine. On ‘dumpling day’, after the children get home, they will make dumplings 
together for dinner. From the mother’s perspective, making dumplings is a good family activity 
for the children to learn more about Chinese food-making and also to get them involved in 
housework.  
      Excerpt 3.3 [1st Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Mother：要不要做⻩⽠给你们吃啊。 
                             Do you want me to cook some cucumbers for you? 
 
2. Brother：不要。姐姐吃，让姐姐吃.                                                               
                 No, ‘jiejie’ (sister) will eat, let ‘jiejie’ (sister) eat.   
  
                 我   好  不  吃 了。 
                 Ngo hou mut hek lo35.  
 
33Total turns per language /total turns all languages 
 
34Use two or more languages in the same turn 
 
35Cantonese Pinyin, a romanization system for Cantonese  
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                 Wo  hao  bu  chi  le . 
                  I    good  no  eat . 
(I don’t want to eat anymore) 
 
 
3. Sister:      好  不   吃？                 
                hou mut hek 
                hao  bu  chi 
                good  no  eat. 
 
4. Brother： I ate the stuffing. These are most dumpling ⽪。 
                     
5. Sister：     Dumpling ⽪？         饺⼦⽪！      你不知道怎么讲嘛？ 
                              Dumpling wrapper? Gaau ji pei ! You don’t even know how to say it? 
      This episode starts with a question from the mother when she is going to get some vegetables 
for a side dish from the kitchen [turn 1]. The older brother intends to express that he does not 
want to eat anymore, which should be “Ngo mut hek lo” in Cantonese, but the syntax goes 
wrong with “Ngo hou mut hek lo” [turn 2]. The older sister points out his error by repeating 
what he said in an astonished tone [turn 3]. The older brother does not respond but continues to 
explain in English that he has eaten a lot of dumpling wrappers [turn 4]. In this turn, he uses a 
mixed phrase “dumpling 皮”(dumpling wrapper) because he does not know how to say 
‘dumpling’ in Cantonese or the equivalent expression of “皮” (wrapper) in English. The sister 
repeats his expression for dumpling wrapper and offers the correct way of saying it in an 
increasing volume and severe tone [turn 5]. From the responses of the older sister in turns 3 and 
5, she is shocked and not satisfied that her younger brother is unfamiliar with the use of these 
simple Cantonese phrases. As the one who speaks the most fluent Cantonese and Mandarin 
among all the children in this family, the older sister acts as as an agent to socialize the younger 
siblings through the various language activities interspersed in their daily life, which is a Chinese 
norm in terms of traditional family roles.  
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      Chinese Etiquette as a Way of Socialization at the Dinner Table. 
      Excerpt 3.4 [4th Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Mother：  妈妈做的瓜很嫩，你⾃⼰夹来吃。给，你的筷子。嗯，知道怎么用筷⼦
了现在。 
The squash I made today is very tender, pick up by yourself. Here, your 
chopsticks. Good, you’ve learned how to use chopsticks now. 
 




You should not do like this, stop beating. Don’t you know in China, it is not 
well behaved to eat like this, beat with your chopsticks, is not good, bad luck.  
 
      In this sequence, the mother is pleased after seeing Tian’s mastery of chopsticks and praises 
him in Cantonese [turn 1]. Tian does not verbally respond to his mother but only makes sounds 
of cheerful mumbling and beats on the table. After noticing what Tian is doing, the mother stops 
him immediately and explains that his behavior is inappropriate while eating, especially in China 
[turn 3]. Through embedding chopstick etiquette with her words, the mother teaches him how to 
behave in keeping with their cultural customs and habits, even though they are living in a 
different sociocultural environment.  
      The mother uses Cantonese all the time in this conversation but switches to an English 
utterance of “bad luck” at the end of her sentence. The switch might be due to Tian’s Cantonese 
comprehension.  
Usually I use Cantonese to praise or discipline him because that is my language. 
Sometimes I use a little bit English, especially when I discipline him, because he can 
only understand a little Cantonese so I have to use English. (HLM—Tian’s mother-
2019) 
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The mother may think that her explanation exceeds Tian’s comprehension so she chooses a more 
concise and succinct expression in English. Otherwise, based on her knowledge of his Cantonese 
competence, she knows that Tian might have trouble understanding the term for ‘bad luck’ in 
Cantonese so she uses English instead for his better understanding.  
      Language Patterns and Discourse Among Family Members. 
      Parent-Child. 
      When the family are at the table, Tian usually sits at his own desk in the corner reading or 
playing Lego. One of the major topics involved in the mother’s turns is about calling Tian to 
return to the dinner table and eat. At the beginning of each dinner, the mother usually uses 
Mandarin to call all the children to the table. As everyone is at the table but Tian, the mother 
starts calling him in Cantonese over and over towards the end of the dinner.  
      Excerpt 3.5 [4th Dinner Table Recording] 
1. Mother [to Tian]：喂，你这个孩⼦⼜猫在下⾯,快点上来。 
Hey, you stay off the table again, come up to the table. 
 
2. Father [to Tian]： 我数三下，你快点上来，不然你就去⻋房。One, two 
I will count to 3, up to the table fast, otherwise you will go and stay in the 
garage. 
 
3. Tian:        [mumbling] 
 
4. Father：  three, 去⻋房。 
                            Three, Go to the garage. 
 
             [Tian is crying] 
 
5. Mother：来，吃饭。 
                Come on, eat your dinner. 
 
6. Father：  Tian? Tian? Tian? 一 
                            Tian? Tian? Tian? One 
            [Tian sits back at the table] 
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      This episode happened when the father, mother, and older sister were all helping the older 
brother solve a math problem from his test today. Almost of the turns are spoken in English with 
only few Cantonese utterances mixed in their speech in their discussion of the math problem. 
With nobody noticing, Tian leaves the table and plays on his own on the floor. When they finish 
the discussion, the mother takes her attention back to Tian. She calls him again in Cantonese to 
return to table [turn 1]. The father also switches to Cantonese and warns Tian harshly [turn 2]. In 
this turn, the father only counts to two in English to give him a chance to respond. As addressed 
in excerpt 3.2, using Cantonese to praise or discipline the child is a pattern of the mother’s 
parenting. Turns 2 and 4 indicate that the father shares this similar pattern with the mother. That 
is, only the warnings are spoken in Cantonese but the numbers are all in English. Tian cries 
because he is scared and the mother tries to ease the tension [turn 5]. The father reinforces the 
deterrent by calling Tian’s name three times with rising pitch and starts to count again in 
Cantonese [turn 6]. Hence, the switch from English to Cantonese might be a more serious 
warning to Tian. In another words, the unique language pattern that gradually developed from 
their everyday life may make a difference in the discipline of the children.  
       Child-Sibling. 
      Due to the limited turns of Tian that were recorded throughout the four recordings, not many 
conversations took place between him and his older siblings. According to only few 
conversations captured between the older sister and Tian, their language pattern is similar to the 
parent-child version, especially when she helps discipline and take care of the younger siblings.  
       Excerpt 3.6 [1st Dinner Table Recording] 
 
1. Sister [to Tian]：你吃什么？ 
                              What do you want to eat? 
 
2. Tian：       Mommy，I want to play the game. 
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3. Mother：  不好。 
                               No. 
 
4. Sister：     你又没吃完饺子。 
                  You haven’t eaten up the dumplings. 
 
5. Tian：        I don’t want to, I want to play. 
 
6. Sister:          啊 [the sister is feeding Tian one more dumpling]. 
                    Uh 
       
      The sequence happens toward the end of the dinner when everyone eats their dumplings but 
Tian. The mother and older sister attempt to persuade him to eat more but he only wants to leave 
the table to play a video game. All three languages are used in this excerpt. The older sister 
initiates the conversation by asking Tian in Mandarin using a soft tone [turn 1]. Tian ignores her 
questions and keeps asking the mother in English for permission to leave the table [turn 2]. The 
mother adamantly refuses his request and the sister switches to Cantonese to be consistent with 
the language choice of the mother [turn 3]. In the next turn from the older sister, she takes on the 
role of parents to supervise and urge him to eat his dinner. Although Tian still resists eating, she 
has already started to feed him. Thus, the older sister has a certain level of deterrent toward the 
younger siblings.  
      This family tells a story that is distinct from that of Aiwen’s family in a number of ways. 
Although the parents highly value Mandarin for similar reasons acknowledged in the other two 
families, especially in Aiwen’s, Cantonese is dominantly used because Cantonese-speaking 
grandparents live in or nearby. The existence of the Chinese language varieties made a difference 
to the language plans and practices regarding Mandarin retention in this family. Given this 
situation, the discussion of parental decision-making with regard to school choice between the 
Mandarin/English dual-language program and traditional English-speaking school was in 
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progress throughout the study. In addition, with the experience of having raised two older 
children in this English-dominant society, other options were adopted to supplement and 
encourage Tian’s Mandarin learning.  
      This chapter was dedicated to detailed descriptions of three case study families as they 
illustrate individual and often diverse responses to the research questions about parental beliefs 
and family languages in relation to children’s heritage language maintenance. The collective 
responses are described in the next chapter, as they illustrate the complexity not only the 
questions but also of the possible answers.  
  
      
 
   





Chapter 5 Conclusion and Discussion 
      The main purpose of this study is to better understand parental language ideology as 
evidenced in immigrant parenting socialization decisions with regard to children’s heritage 
language maintenance in the United States. The research design entailed three case studies of 
Chinese immigrant families whose children experienced the transition and shift of social contexts 
from home to preschool, kindergarten, and one or two years in elementary school. Drawing on 
the results presented in the three case studies in Chapter 4, this chapter addresses the research 
questions based on the multiplicity across the three families in accordance with the conceptual 
framework of the original Cultural Models study, while incorporating theoretical premises and 
research into language socialization and family language practices.  The following discussion 
considers what was learned about what parents believe, what parents do, and the changes over 
time in their support for (and success in) maintaining children’s heritage language.  
Research Question 1: Meanings of Heritage Language Maintenance  
      All the parents in this study valued their family’s particular heritage language, i.e., Mandarin, 
Cantonese, or Fuzhou dialect, and acknowledged their expectations for their children. The three 
families share a belief in a unified culture as the dominant ideology or a direction that guide 
them with regard to their decision-making. As expressed by these parents, the reasons for 
maintaining the heritage language for their offspring can be generated from family relationships, 
intergenerational transmission of culture, and the child’s self-development.  
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      An Upholder of Family Ties Across Generations  
      All three of the case study families were in close contact with the grandparents, either 
because the grandparents lived with them or due to regular transnational visits between China 
and the United States. For older generations of grandparents who do not speak English, their 
grandchildren’s language preferences and proficiencies have become one of the biggest 
hindrances to traditional intergeneration communication. In particular, when children begin 
attending mainstream schools in their new linguistic environment in the U.S., the emergence of a 
language shift to the dominant language makes communication with grandparents more difficult. 
The parents of all three families mentioned that, if their children could continue to speak and 
understand their heritage language, then chatting with their grandparents in person or remotely 
via chatting software would be less frustrating for them.  
      In the two families that spoke two different Chinese language varieties, simply learning to 
speak Mandarin was not sufficient, because the grandparents spoke only the family’s particular 
‘home’ languages . Although Mandarin has been commonly used for many years in China, many 
of the older generation in the regions still persevere with local language varieties, and these 
grandparents were no exception. By contrast, younger generations in those regions have started 
to lose the Chinese language varieties. Even now in China, this language barrier is a problem in 
communications between the older and younger generations. The same phenomenon is 
happening in many Chinese communities in the United States (Xu et al., 2018). For example, 
communication difficulties between Tian and his grandparents caused a number of problems, 
including practical and emotional problems, in their daily life because he refused to speak any 
language but English at home. In contrast, Aiwen can now speak fluent Mandarin but has not lost 
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her Fuzhou dialect. Recently, Aiwen’s grandmother in China has started to learn Mandarin and 
they are chatting frequently via Wechat in both Fuzhou and Mandarin, which also indicates the 
child’s influence on the grandparent’s generation in terms of heritage language maintenance and 
second- or third-generation language learning.  At least in this case, the importance of 
maintaining family ties across and within generations remains a motivation for heritage language 
learning and also inspires changing attitudes regarding multi-lingual abilities, each of which 
contributes to emotional connections and affective interaction across generations.  
An Effective Tool for Guidance and Discipline  
      Despite the fact that all parents in this study had been in the United States for over ten years 
and could speak English with varying degrees of proficiency, they all still felt that their English 
was not good enough, especially as their children progressed through U.S. grade levels. All three 
mothers described feeling more comfortable talking in their native language when speaking with 
their children because they could be clearer than in English in many cases. For instance, Lingqi’s 
mother mentioned that she and her husband could better help with the children’s homework, 
such as math and science, if the children were able to speak and understand Mandarin. The 
parents of Aiwen and Tian emphasized the effect of speaking Mandarin and other Chinese 
language varieties in the discipline of their children. From the standpoint of the parents, they 
were more able to provide facts and reasons to their children with better expression in their 
native languages. However, speaking their heritage language worked well only when the children 
could understand what the parents were saying. When Tian’s mother spoke Cantonese to 
discipline him, she had to switch to English occasionally in consideration of Tian’s Cantonese 
competence. In each family, parents with a modest grasp of English were influenced by the 
competence of their children’s heritage language, which often determined the effectiveness of 
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parent-child communication, especially when teaching and educating their children. In addition, 
older siblings could socialize the younger children through the use of heritage language, such as 
Aiwen’s modeling of her mother’s use of heritage language in her interactions with her sister.  
A Way to Connect with Their Roots 
      Parents in two of the three families, Aiwen’s and Tian’s, pointed out explicitly that having 
their children learn and maintain their heritage language is a way to keep connections with their 
roots (P. Brown, 2011). The term ‘root’ contains a two-fold meaning, cultural identity and 
cultural value, with each deeply rooted in language (He, 2011; Lo, 2009; Alba et al., 2002; Lee, 
2002). From the parents’ perspectives, they are Chinese and therefore are supposed to be able to 
speak Mandarin. In turn, the process of learning Mandarin also helps the children to gain a 
clearer vision about their cultural identity. Conversely, in the case of Lingqi’s family, due to the 
transnational birthplaces of the three children, the parents see themselves with different identities 
despite the fact that they all speak fair or better Mandarin. Therefore, this family provided an 
alternative perspective in that the mother did not quite agree with the concept of a mutual effect 
between cultural identity and heritage language retention, which is a concept that is commonly 
presented in the literature (Lee, 2013; Oriyama, 2010; DeCapua & Wintergerst, 2009; You, 
2005; Lee, 2002; Tse, 2000; Noels et al., 1996). 
      All the parents believed that Mandarin opens a door for their children to better understand 
Chinese cultural traditions and values. For example, the daily communicative activities in 
Mandarin and Mandarin learning materials, such as Chinese traditional folk stories, can exert a 
subtle influence on children and help them build Chinese cultural consciousness. Thus, the 
reinforcement of children’s cultural identity was also seen as a way to socialize them to learn and 
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use their heritage language. In turn, through language learning, these families believed that their 
children were being socialized to be competent members of their heritage culture.  
An Approach to Building Confidence  
      Parents from the three families shared similar stories about their children’s Mandarin 
learning and confidence in school. Specifically, in the two families where the children were in a 
Mandarin/English dual-language program, good Mandarin language skills helped facilitate the 
transition to the new school environment. In Tian’s family, because the older sister was able to 
speak fluent Mandarin, she fitted smoothly into the school and did well in her studies and social 
life. Throughout her experiences in elementary school, she became increasingly confident, 
especially in the subjects taught in Mandarin. However, Tian’s brother, the middle child in the 
family, is a counter example due to his lack of Mandarin learning experience before entering the 
dual-language program. Aiwen’s confidence also grew as her Mandarin skills improved in this 
program. The third case study family illustrated another way to build heritage language 
maintenance in the child’s early feelings of competence. Lingqi’s mother stated that Lingqi was 
proud of being appointed an interpreter out of his peers in the traditional English school, as he 
was one of the few students who had learned both English and Mandarin. Therefore, each mother 
reported that their child gained self-confidence through this natural advantage over other children 
their age because the child could speak more than one language as a result of growing up in a 
Chinese family.  
A Contributor to Career Competitiveness  
      In the era of globalization, languages are perceived to be in competition with each other 
(Wiley, 2000). The value of learning a particular language might be increased by the rise in the 
international status of the country in which the language is widely spoken. In other words, the 
      
 
   
                                                                              145 
 
market value of the language relies on the ability to bring social and economic benefits to the 
speakers (Schroedler et al., 2018). Given the rapid economic development and rising 
international status of China, Mandarin is becoming more robust as a dominant language and its 
market value continues to rise (Ding, & Saunders, 2006; Gil, 2011). Parents in the three case 
study families believed that more job opportunities would be available for their children in China 
or even in other countries if they have a good command of Mandarin. Therefore, in their view, 
having the children learn Mandarin will enhance their competitiveness for future purposes.  
Research Question 2: Means of Heritage Language Maintenance  
      With growing awareness of the importance of heritage language retention, the parents in the 
three families demonstrated their efforts to develop individualized plans and family language 
practices to achieve this goal while living in an English-dominant society. In general, based on 
information shared by the parents and observed from their daily life, the plan of each family 
emerged from the confluence of the resources available in and outside their home.  
Confluence of Available Resources at Home and Beyond 
      Language Use and Communication Activities in Home Domain. 
      Home is the primary venue for language learning. In the home domain, parents are the 
primary heritage language resource and usually older siblings are the secondary resource for the 
younger children. Language use is not only a natural language learning environment for children 
but also reflects the language competence of each family member. In this study, evidence from 
the dinner recordings is basically consistent with the parents’ descriptions of language use 
among family members. The dominant language in Lingqi’s and Aiwen’s family is Mandarin 
and, in Tian’s family, Cantonese is their home language. According to the dinner recordings, the 
language that is used most in the family is also the one that is spoken most by the parents. 
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Parents’ language preferences thus may determine the linguistic environment of the family. 
Moreover, with the exception of Aiwen’s family, English was used most often in conversations 
that involved only siblings. In particular, due to the limited English language competence of 
Aiwen’s younger siblings, most of the conversations among the children was in Mandarin and 
Fuzhou dialect.  
      In addition to differences in language use, formal and informal language activities are part of 
these families’ daily life. One of the most common activities among the three families is reading 
Chinese books, either by the parents or on their own, a literacy practice that varied in frequency 
and duration. Some other activities also were designed and carried out according to the child’s 
language competence. For example, in Lingqi’s family, the mother taught him Chinese 
characters regularly and downloaded audio books in Mandarin for him to listen to. Concurrently, 
the dinner recordings indicate that various task-centered heritage language learning activities 
were embedded in the conversations between parent and child or between siblings, such as 
requests for translation, naming activities, and reminders for correct language choice and use. In 
other words, through the language learning activities at the dinner table, the children were 
socialized to use Mandarin or other language varieties correctly. Other conversations initiated 
around the topic of the Chinese food that was being served and Chinese etiquette and traditions, 
which reflects the parents’ intentions to socialize their children to become familiar with the 
cultural value of the food and the etiquette (Fang, 2015). These communication activities played 
the role of intermediaries in the process of these children’s language socialization. In addition, 
implicit verbal activities were involved in the children’s language practices, such as placing 
vocabulary and number charts or bulletin boards with Mandarin learning content in the home.  
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      School and Community-Service Learning as Supplements for Heritage Language 
Learning. 
      Previous studies of bilingual children’s language development during the preschool period 
have examined early transitions to out-of-home care in the context of some children’s first 
exposure to an English language environment (He, 2011; Schumann, 1986). Although attending 
a bilingual classroom may help develop and maintain both the heritage and English languages, 
attending a monolingual English classroom may result in little or no heritage language 
development or maintenance (Tabors & Snow, 2001). In the community where this study took 
place, some other options outside the home were available as a complementary strategy, 
especially when the parents perceived their efforts as inadequate for heritage language learning. 
The Mandarin/English dual-language program in a district public elementary school and Chinese 
language afterschool programs are the most popular choices in the local Chinese community in 
this study. For the three families in this study, the choice of these available resources varied 
according to their family circumstances and needs. In Lingqi’s family, the dual-language 
program and afterschool program were considered unnecessary because the mother was 
confident in her ability to teach Mandarin at home. However, for the two families that spoke 
other Chinese language varieties in the home, the situations were different. In both of those 
cases, learning Mandarin at home was not sufficient, given that in both cases the environment 
was trilingual, so the parents expressed a strong desire for formal language training. Considering 
the economic and time costs, Aiwen’s parents chose the dual-language program over the 
afterschool program as the most suitable for their family. In contrast, the strategy adopted in 
Tian’s family represented an alternating use of the two options. When Tian was in traditional 
English school, he took Chinese lessons in the afterschool program. After he returned to the 
Mandarin/English dual-language program, the parents stopped the Chinese afterschool program.  
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      Transnational Exchanges and Travel to China.   
      All three families have traveled to China. From the perspectives of the parents, transnational 
travel not only provides a chance to reunite with grandparents and other relatives in China, but 
also allows the children to experience genuine Chinese culture. Even though more Chinese 
cultural events are now available in the U.S. with the rise in the Chinese population in the U.S., 
the experience in the U.S. is a world of difference from the true spirit of Chinese culture. In the 
cases of Lingqi and Aiwen, their families’ limited budgets and tight schedules make it 
impossible for them to afford regular and lengthy trips to China with all family members. Since 
they agreed to participate in the Cultural Models Study, each of these two families has made only 
one trip to China.  
      With more economic family resources, Tian’s parents chose a new means of field-based 
learning for Tian’s Mandarin retention. Specifically, Tian was sent to China for four months 
when he was four and half years old to learn Mandarin. Field-based learning is very popular for 
second language learners due to the lack of the heritage language environment in an English-
dominant society (Rovegno, 1991; Schofield et al., 2007). For many Chinese families in the 
U.S., the Mandarin learning environment is formed naturally through speaking Mandarin with 
the children. However, in the case of Tian, although his parents could speak Mandarin, it was 
difficult for them to create a Mandarin language environment due to the presence of Cantonese-
speaking grandparents in the house. Therefore, this field-based experience was a particular 
solution to the given situation of a trilingual home environment.  
Challenges and Dilemmas 
      The parents in this study expressed that a number of factors encumbered the implementation 
of their plans with regard to their children’s heritage language retention. A major challenge for 
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two of the three families in this study was the child’s resistance to learning and using the heritage 
language. With the pressures of acculturation and assimilation and the prevalence of English in 
mainstream schools and the larger community, the choice of which language to use is strongly 
affected by the surroundings, especially by peers (Hill & Stafford, 1980; Spolsky, 2004). Lingqi 
went through a period when he refused to speak Mandarin. In the first few months when he went 
to a traditional English preschool, he would not speak Mandarin and his mother was anxious 
about his refusal to do so. However, with the patient guidance of his parents, Lingqi eventually 
began to speak Mandarin. Confusion about cultural identity also can co-occur with efforts to 
maintain the heritage language. For example, after staying in a traditional English school for 
three years, Tian stopped speaking Mandarin and Cantonese. However, because his mother 
remembered and had learned from previous experience regarding her older children’s resistance 
to Mandarin at Tian’s age, she believed that he was in a phase of identity confusion and that the 
best solution was to transfer him back to the dual-language program.   
      For the two families who sent their children to dual-language programs, another challenge 
arose from the pending local debate over the program’s reform, which caused significant anxiety 
among the parents. In the face of the uncertainty surrounding the program, some parents worked 
toward creating an alternative scheme that maintained their original language plan, even if they 
had to compromise and lower goals for heritage language maintenance. Furthermore, the busy 
schedule of children and parents makes it difficult to arrange more informal and formal activities 
regarding heritage language maintenance. For example, Aiwen’s parents had no spare time to 
help Aiwen with her language learning at home or take her to afterschool programs. So, she 
studied mainly on her own beyond school. In this case, the parents decided to count on their 
child’s learning at school and self-study at home.  
      
 
   
                                                                              150 
 
Research Question 3: Dynamics Over Time in Family Language Policies and Practices 
      In the context of the U.S., which is a multilingual and multicultural setting, FLP reflects how 
linguistic minority families navigate the English-dominant society while maintaining their 
cultural roots. The process of adjustments in FLP reflects parental efforts to achieve balance 
between children’s English language development and heritage language maintenance. The 
longitudinal approach adopted in this study opens a window to the changes over time in FLP, 
which includes parents’ expectations and beliefs and ways they plan and practice their children’s 
language development. 
Changes in Beliefs, Values, and Goals  
      In general, for the three case study families, belief in the importance of heritage language 
retention and the desire for connections with Chinese culture remained the same over the past 
four years. However, the parents’ views about whether they should place emphasis on Mandarin 
learning or English before their children reached school age changed over time. In Lingqi’s and 
Aiwen’s families, the parents first believed that they should emphasize English learning to help 
their children become ready for school. Later, however, the two mothers were informed by 
friends or school teachers that their children would master English in a very short time after they 
started attending school and that Mandarin should be given priority. Accordingly, the parents 
changed their minds and shifted the language learning priority to Mandarin.  
      Fogle (2013) suggested that, if children’s heritage language competence does not match their 
parents’ expectations, then the parents might lower their expectations (Fogle, 2013). In this 
study, parents indeed lowered their expectations in the cases of Lingqi and Tian as the two 
children lagged behind in Mandarin learning. With respect to English language proficiency, due 
to the prevalence of English in schools and society, the parents in this study did not lower their 
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expectations but put more effort in helping improve their children’s English. Aiwen is the only 
child in this study whose Mandarin proficiency exceeded her English proficiency after staying in 
the dual-language program for three years. Therefore, the mother expected Aiwen to spend less 
time and effort on Mandarin learning and focus more on her English. The adjustments in parental 
expectations emerged along with parents’ perceptions of the changes in their children’s language 
competencies in both English and Mandarin.  
Changes in Strategies Regarding Language Learning  
      The ways that the parents planned and practiced with respect to their children’s language 
development changed somewhat among the three families over the past four years. The most 
observable change was the parents’ decision-making in Tian’s family regarding school choice 
between the Mandarin/English dual-language program and traditional school in this school 
district. The parents changed their minds several times before they made an initial decision to 
withdraw Tian from the dual-language program and enroll him in the traditional school. Based 
on comprehensive consideration of the child’s current learning process, a comparison of the two 
schools and quality of the teachers, and the experiences of their two older children in the dual-
language program, the parents later decided to transfer Tian back to the dual-language program 
after two years in the traditional school. The other parents also made modifications when the 
families encountered obstacles while implementing their language plans, as discussed in the 
Challenges and Dilemmas section in Chapter 4. 
      Overall, FLP is an ongoing and dynamic mechanism. Adjustments can be made to either 
parental language ideology or language plans and practices to cope with internal and external 
changes. Driven by the desire to preserve heritage language and culture in their offspring and to 
help their children achieve success in mainstream society as minorities, parents from the three 
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families in this study experienced numerous changes amid their growing insistence to achieve a 
relative balance. These experiences are also a manifestation of parental perceptions that are 
rooted in their cultural belief system about what is best for their children and what makes a good 
parent.  
Interpreting Differences Among Families 
      The selected three case study families share much in common, even with the larger Chinese 
family group from the Cultural Models Study. Hence, the three families might be able to 
represent the majority of Chinese immigrant families in the United States. Yet, a wide variety of 
features makes the three families individually different.  
Chinese Language Varieties Spoken in the House  
      What makes a language variety high- or low-prestige is a social valuation. Therefore, no 
language variety is ‘linguistically’ superior to any other, but some language varieties, within a 
given culture, can confer social advantages and disadvantages. In China, Mandarin, as the 
official national language, is easily understood by most Chinese citizens and has been accepted 
widely and advocated throughout China. Nonetheless, several Chinese language groups are 
distributed throughout different geographic areas, such as southern China, and are foreign 
languages to people beyond these areas. In this study, compared to Lingqi’s family who speak 
only Mandarin and English, the families of Aiwen and Tian illustrate parental efforts to 
coordinate two Chinese languages that are spoken in their homes. In particular, with the 
involvement of a Chinese language, parents from the two families developed a rational scheme 
for their children’s language learning and use according to their family circumstances and needs. 
With regard to Mandarin learning, the major difference from the learning of other Chinese 
language varieties is that the language environment is shaped by the language use among family 
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members. In Lingqi’s family, the parents could fully devote their attention to developing a 
Mandarin-speaking environment in the home domain. However, due to the parents’ language 
habits and preferences, along with the need to communicate with Fuzhou dialect-speaking 
grandparents, a portion of the effort in teaching Mandarin was diverted to the third language. As 
a consequence, parents from the two families had to seek substitute solutions for Mandarin 
learning outside the home, such as the Mandarin/English dual-language program.  
      Even if the two families had Chinese language varieties involved in the language learning 
home domain, the home language use differed. The difference lies in the inclusion of 
grandparents in the household. In Tian’s family, the maternal grandmother had lived with them 
for over ten years and the paternal grandparents lived a few blocks away. All the family 
members had to speak Cantonese when the grandparents were present. The children rarely had 
an opportunity to speak and practice Mandarin in this family. Conversely, in Aiwen’s family, the 
maternal grandmother had lived with them for a few months to take care of the children but then 
returned to China. The children needed to speak Fuzhou only when they chatted with their 
grandparents via Wechat occasionally. The rest of the time they had a relatively discretionary 
choice of language use at home. In short, to some extent, the existence of a Chinese language 
other than Mandarin in the home domain is an obstruction to home-based Mandarin learning, 
especially when living with grandparents who have limited Mandarin and English language 
skills.  
Birth Order  
      Among the three multiple-child families, the case of Aiwen stands out in terms of birth order. 
Aiwen is the oldest in the family of four children. With little experience of raising language 
minority children in the United States, the parents struggled over how to prepare their children 
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for mainstream school. A Chinese proverb precisely describes the situation in Aiwen’s case: 
crossing the river by feeling the stones. By contrast, Lingqi and Tian are the youngest children in 
their families. Having raised two older children in the United States — a daughter in college and 
a son in middle school in Lingqi’s case, and a daughter in high school and a son in middle school 
in Tian’s case — the parents in the two families could use the older siblings as references in their 
parenting socialization decisions. The parents continued the strategies that worked for the older 
children, and through comparison with the older children at the same age, the parents were able 
to evaluate the younger child’s learning progress in English and Mandarin and adjust their 
expectations or plans accordingly.  
      Compared to families with one child, parents with more than one child find it more difficult 
to focus on an individual child due to limited energy and time. Usually the oldest child becomes 
a ‘parent figure’ to younger siblings in two ways: older children act as a resource to share what 
they learned at school and as an agent to socialize younger siblings. In this study, Aiwen is the 
primary resource for the younger siblings’ Mandarin and English learning. Based on the 
mother’s statements and conversation captured from the dinner recordings, Aiwen socialized the 
younger siblings though communicative activities and gave them direct instruction in Mandarin 
and English. The situation was the opposite in Tian’s case. As the youngest child, Tian received 
socialization from his older siblings. In brief, the three target children in different birth orders 
demonstrate the course of FLP establishment though continual attempts and adjustments from 
the firstborn child to the latest one.  
Disparity of Family Socioeconomic Status 
      The strategies that the parents adopted for their children’s heritage language maintenance in 
the three case study families varied in terms of the disparity of their family socioeconomic status, 
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as reflected in the parents’ education backgrounds and occupations and access to available 
resources.  
      Lingqi’s family is the only full-time dual-earner household in this study. The mother was a 
stay-at-home mother during the first few years after the family came to the United States. She 
had more energy and spare time then to help with Lingqi’s English and Mandarin learning. When 
the oldest child went to college, she returned to work due to the growing financial burden. Since 
then, the mother has had less free time to maintain some of the on-going Mandarin language 
plans, so the family decided to ‘hit the pause button’. In addition, although the parents had years 
of English learning experience in China, their English proficiency remained at a modest level. 
The mother used the expression, ‘parents’ English is not so good’, as an excuse to set a family 
rule of speaking Mandarin at home and also to counter Lingqi’s resistance to Mandarin. 
      Aiwen’s parents are the only parents in this study who have no college experience either in 
China or the United States. Lack of English education in an academic setting makes it difficult 
for parents when they try to communicate with teachers about their children’s school 
performance and even to get a job. In Aiwen’s case, the mother stayed at home to take care of 
the four children and the father worked in their own Chinese restaurant to support the family. 
Due to the nature of their occupations and limited English proficiency, the major social activities 
of the parents were restricted to the restaurant. As a consequence, information about local 
resources regarding language learning that they could gather was very limited. 
      In Tian’s family, the father had the highest education background of all the family members 
in this study, a master’s degree earned in the United States. The mother also had experience 
working in a China-U.S. company when she was in China. Hence, the parents’ English 
proficiency was the highest level of the parents in this study. Although Tian’s family was similar 
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to Aiwen’s family, i.e., with a working father who runs a Chinese restaurant and a stay-at-home 
mother, Tian’s parents had acquired more information about and access to resources beyond 
home, which was likely due to their higher level of English proficiency. In other words, good 
English skills can help parents expand their social circles into mainstream society. With a better 
economic situation, this family was able to afford a variety of activities for their son, such as the 
transnational summer camp for Mandarin learning.  
      Therefore, although each family has its own story with regard to socioeconomic status, all the 
parents struggled to seek an optimal solution with overall consideration for their child’s 
Mandarin and English learning under the existing conditions of their family.  
Implications 
      The results of this study have implications for the theoretical understanding of heritage 
language, the mutual socialization effect among family members, the distance from language 
shift to language loss, and linguistic capital in a changing socio-political environment. The 
integration of theoretical premises and methodological tools in this study provides a new idea 
and potential for the future study of complex topics. The results of this study also provide 
potential suggestions regarding heritage language maintenance for children from immigrant 
families. 
New Space for Defining Heritage Language  
      Numerous studies have devoted considerable effort to define ‘heritage language’ from 
different points of view, and the concept has broadened over an extensive period of time.  
Heritage language is frequently associated with ones’ cultural background, no matter whether it 
is spoken in the home or in the heritage community (Cho, Cho, & Tse ,1997). In the context of 
English as the dominant language, the minority/non-English language that was acquired as a first 
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language or spoken at home will be seen as the heritage language (Montrul, 2018; Pascual y 
Cabo et al., 2017). With regard to intergenerational transmission, heritage language also has been 
defined as a language filtering through the family (Little, 2020). In this study, the parents’ 
perception of heritage language basically is in accord with the definitions suggested in these 
previous studies. Beyond that, the stories of the three families provide some new ideas and in-
depth understanding about the connotations behind the concept of heritage language. Primarily 
for the parents in this study, heritage language is not just a subordinate language that is 
transmissible across generations in families and cultural groups. Based on statements by the 
parents in this study, the functional feature of heritage language is as a carrier of culturally 
constructed customs and values. 
      In a few studies, regional Chinese language has been set apart from heritage language, and 
yet, the existence of other Chinese language varieties in the two families in this study blurs the 
definition of heritage language (Leung & Uchikoshi, 2012; Xiaomei, 2017). In this study, 
according to the parents, the two Chinese languages were acquired in the first few years of their 
children’s lives and were considered as their children’s first language. The parents also believed 
that the Chinese language varieties, which are relevant to their regional culture, can be passed 
down over generations. Thus, new space has opened for future discussion about whether other 
language varieties should be considered as part of heritage language, despite carrying less social 
prestige.  
Agent and Recipient in Language Socialization during the Transition to School   
      Immigrant children experience a complex language socialization process because they have 
switched among various linguistic settings since their birth. Research on language socialization 
has focused on the transition from home to school (Estela Zarate et al., 2005; Kyratzis et al., 
      
 
   
                                                                              158 
 
2009; Orellana et al., 2003). In the U.S., when immigrant children reach school age and step into 
the English-dominant environment, they start to be socialized by the mainstream society rapidly 
and strongly as they receive extensive English language exposure. At this point, school-aged 
children start to use reversely participate in shaping language use and socializing older novices in 
communicative practices in the home domain (King & Fogle, 2013; Ochs & Schieffelin, 2011). 
As such, the immigrant child is playing two roles, recipient and agent, in the process of 
simultaneous language socialization. That is, this study addresses the role reversal that children 
take the role to teach and correct their parents with regard to English and even Mandarin use. 
The language discourse captured from the dinner recordings of the three families in this study 
corroborates the role of children in the process of language socialization in heritage language and 
in English. That is, in linguistic minority families, the school-aged child is socialized to use 
heritage language and also is socialized through the use of heritage language by the parents. This 
study makes clear also that, concurrently, the child is socializing the parents to use English 
through the use of English.  
      The present study also adds to research on this topic by investigating first-born or older 
children’s role in language socialization at home. Shin suggested that first-born immigrant 
children have more opportunities to receive more heritage language input from parents whereas 
the later-born children more easily and actively receive English language input from the first-
born child that the first-born child brings home from school (2010). Generally, the first-born or 
older child is more capable of mastering both the heritage language and English than the younger 
children, which is evidenced in Aiwen’s case. The first-born children in this study took over the 
agency of the parents and socialized their younger siblings by means of communicative activities 
and direct instructions in their daily lives. Therefore, in these immigrant families, the child who 
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had mainstream school experience not only socialized the older novices but also the younger 
children.  
Consequences of Language Shift Vary in FLP 
      According to three-generation theory, the emergence of a language shift to the dominant 
language will negatively affect the intergenerational transmission of language and culture, 
especially after immigrant children enter out-of-home care (Fishman, 1999; King et al., 2008, 
Shohamy, & Spolsky, 2000). If children are raised in a language environment that is different 
from that of the school setting, they “prefer to appear ‘like everyone else’” and are reluctant to 
speak their home language (Pagett, 2006, p. 137). As such, a language shift occurs, and one 
potential outcome is the loss of the heritage language, especially once children begin school with 
no heritage language support (Fishman, 1991; Ricento, 2006; DeCapua & Wintergerst, 2009). 
Although an increasing number of studies have found little evidence of the actual loss of heritage 
language, particularly in Hispanic groups, language loss is still a major concern due to the 
dominance of English (Winsler, et al., 1999). 
      Various degrees of language shift to English emerged in the cases of the three target children 
in this study as they transitioned to school, ranging from starting to speak more English, to 
refusing to learn and speak Mandarin for a while, to stopping speaking any heritage language. At 
this stage, two out of the three families showed relatively good heritage language retention, as 
evidenced in the children’s fair or above average heritage language competence level and a high 
frequency of heritage language use among family members in the home domain. In the third 
family, even though the child stopped using heritage language, the parents took measures to 
tackle the challenge by sending the child to a Mandarin/English dual-language program to learn 
Mandarin. Based on the stories of the three families, the extent of heritage language retention can 
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be attributed to the parents’ beliefs and expectations, their decision-making, and their 
perseverance in trying to balance the desire for intergenerational transmission of language and 
culture and acceptance in mainstream society. In a way, language shifts may not necessarily 
result in language loss. Accordingly, drawing a firm conclusion about whether the three children 
will lose their heritage language in the future may be premature, as their parents’ efforts in 
heritage language maintenance might slow the process of language loss.  
The Role of Grandparents 
      Some research has acknowledged the positive role of grandparents in heritage language 
maintenance that is due to the need for intergenerational communications (Campbell & Peyton, 
1998; Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Park & Sarkar, 2007). The present study also affirmed this 
positive role, with the exception of the families who had grandparents who speak other Chinese 
language varieties than Mandarin living in the home, particularly the grandparents who could not 
speak fluent Mandarin. In this study, two conditions became relevant. First, if grandparents who 
speaks other Chinese languages than Mandarin are not living with the family, they may provide 
motivation for other Chinese languages retention but have little positive impact on Mandarin 
learning. Second, when a grandparent has lived with a family for a long time, they may play a 
contradictory role in heritage language maintnance in that they contribute to other Chinese 
language varieties being spoken and learned in the home but obstruct Mandarin learning. The 
two case study families with grandparents illustrate the complexity and diversity of 
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Linguistic Capital in Changing Sociocultural and Political Environments 
      As an integral part of social capital, linguistic capital is defined as the accumulation of 
language skills used by a group with high economic, sociocultural, and political power and status 
locally, nationwide, or worldwide (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Morrison & Lui, 2000; Reay, 
1999). Thus, linguistic capital is seen as a form of personal resource with exchange value in the 
market (Taylor et al., 2008). The notion of linguistic capital was not included in the initial 
literature review and research questions until all the parents in the three case study families 
addressed the importance of mastery of Mandarin for their children’s future career in the context 
of the rapid economic development and rising international status of China. Parents’ awareness 
of the increasing value of Mandarin is two-fold: first, the steadfast preponderance of English 
may not be everlasting given changes in the sociopolitical environment; and second, Mandarin 
has become dominant over other languages with lower prestige in China with the popularization 
of Putonghua (Mandarin). Thus, linguistic capital can be seen as a weathervane that can 
predetermine social class positioning in the changing sociocultural and political context.  
Integrating Theoretical Premises and Methodological Tools 
      This study added new insights into ways to examine this complex topic and the potential for 
integrating the theoretical premises and methodological tools of cultural models of parenting and 
child development, language socialization, and FLP. The three theories proved compatible with 
each other. Through the lens of FLP, the theory of cultural models of parenting helps explain the 
rationale of language maintenance and loss and parenting socialization decisions in immigrant 
families by means of ethnographic interviews and observations. The theory of language 
socialization contributes to illustrate parental efforts in socializing children through language use 
at home and beyond with recordings of caregiver-child interactions (Fernandes, 2019; Said & 
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Zhu, 2019). In the field of FLP studies, a range of methodological approaches has been 
employed with specific research purposes. For instance, a number of studies have adopted the 
use of interviews with caregivers to investigate parental language ideologies and recordings to 
exemplify children’s language use (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009b; Kirsch, 2012; Lee et al., 2015; 
Smith-Cristmas, 2016).  
      This study combined a variety of techniques, including ethnographic interviews, 
ethnographic observations, and dinner-table recordings, to gain a comprehensive understanding 
of FLP with respect to children’s heritage language maintenance within the context of a 
linguistically and culturally diverse society. The longitudinal approach helped to capture the 
changes in the parents’ ideologies and practical decision-making over time. In addition, the case 
study approach adopted in this study served to illustrate the theories, generate new ideas, and 
better understand the complexities of heritage language maintenance within a real-life context. 
Also, the case studies provided the opportunity for an in-depth investigation of a single 
individual but also a look across cases for similarities and differences. 
Implications: Potential Practical Approaches to Heritage Language Maintenance 
      Public Schools and Teachers in the United States. 
1. Teachers need to be more aware that some of their students may have been raised in a 
language environment that is different from the school setting. Even though these students 
might have school experience in mainstream schools, their uneven level of English 
proficiency may make it difficult for them to deal with challenges during the transition to 
a new environment.  
2. Teachers should realize that the efficacy of home-school interactions can be enhanced by 
their better understanding of children’s language experiences and practices at home, 
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parents’ English proficiency and educational experiences, and cultural differences in 
parents’ abilities to advocate for their child(ren).  
3. Schools should cultivate an inclusive environment in which teachers and students respect 
cultural differences and language diversity to help linguistic/ethnic students build their 
sense of pride and confidence in their cultural roots. 
4. Educators should be prepared to deal with bilingual students and recognize the importance 
of maintaining these students’ culture and language, which enriches the students, school 
community, and society as a whole.  
5. In dual-language programs, the teachers should gain awareness of possible linguistic 
diversity in linguistic minority families and not rule out the possibility of the existence of 
regional language varieties.  
6. Dual-language programs may consider providing collaboration with local community 
service programs, such as language afterschool programs, to create an innovative and 
culture-related learning environment for students.  
      Immigrant Parents. 
1. Parents need to understand that language shift is a normal phenomenon as their children 
transition to mainstream school. Opportunities still remain for their children to learn and 
maintain their heritage language in their family.  
2. Heritage language maintenance is a joint result of all available resources at home and 
beyond according to family circumstances and needs. The experiences and ideas of the 
three case study families can be incorporated into strategies for heritage language learning 
for immigrant families. 
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a. Encourage children and other family members to use heritage language at home 
as much as possible. 
b. Offer regular direct instruction, including reading books in the heritage language 
and utilizing online resources.  
c. Take advantage of local language learning resources, such as dual-language 
programs, heritage language afterschool programs, and summer camps. 
d. Travel to the home country, as possible and affordable.  
3. Expand social circles in the cultural community to glean more information and support for 
their children’s heritage language learning and use, such as arranging playdates with 
heritage language-speaking peers, especially for families in which languages are spoken.  
4. Keep regular communication with teachers. On the one hand, parents should learn from 
their child’s teacher about their child’s school performance, especially English learning 
and heritage language progress if the child is in a dual-language program. On the other 
hand, parents should explain their expectations and strategies they use at home to their 
child’s teacher. Interpretation services may be available for parents with low English 
proficiency.  
Limitations 
      The data gathered in this study consist of two sets, one from the Cultural Models Study and 
the other from additional interviews and dinner-table recordings with specific focus on heritage 
language maintenance. The first set of collected data focus mainly on parental beliefs about 
children’s early learning and interpretations of school readiness; heritage language was not 
originally one of the foci. As the study continued, parents started to share their perceptions and 
planning regarding heritage language maintenance. Therefore, at the beginning of the study, a 
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portion of data on heritage language was missing as the children were transitioning from home to 
school.  
      For the second set of data, the proposed data collection plan for the Dinner-Time Table Talk 
was to be conducted without the presence of the researcher. The researcher would stay for the 
first recording and explain to the parents how to use the recorder. Then, the tape recorders would 
be left with the parents and they would be responsible for the rest of the tape recordings. During 
the first visits with the three families, I stayed away from their dining room but still could 
capture their conversation at the dinner table. When I was reviewing and transcribing the 
recorded audio tapes, I was able to recall almost the full conversations and context from 
memory. As such, I decided to remain present (generally in a different room) for the rest of the 
recordings. However, during the process of recording a ‘spontaneous’ conversation, my presence 
may have influenced the linguistic behaviors of the family members. The language use and 
discourse pattern among family members might be different from those under natural conditions. 
Unnatural conditions are inevitable as long as families have knowledge of the existence of the 
recorder.  
      Furthermore, based on the concept of language socialization as a dynamic and complex 
process throughout the lifespan, a single study is not sufficient to capture the flow of 
socialization over a lifetime (Duff & Talmy, 2011; Luykx, 2005), much less a study with only 
three families. The four dinner-table conversations of each family were collected within two 
months, which is not long enough to fully capture the dynamic process.  
      In spite of the limitations of this study – and especially the number of family participants, 
allowed – thanks to the ethnographic and longitudinal research design that prioritized an in-depth 
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focus on individual people (parents and their children) in three families, results of this study 
revealed insights and new questions conducive to future research.  
Future Research 
      Future research could build on the present study in many respects. First, the longitudinal 
approach could be adopted for investigations into heritage language socialization. On the basis of 
the present study, the time interval between dinner-table recordings could be expanded to capture 
and trace changes in language socialization over time. Second, observations of children’s 
language use and patterns with their peers and teachers in dual-language programs and Chinese 
language afterschool programs could be added as a comparison to observations made in the 
home domain. Third, future research could focus on the importance of birth order and ages of 
siblings in terms of language learning environment. In addition, throughout the dinner-table 
recordings used in this study, the fathers were present for only two of four recordings in two 
families and a third father was absent for all recordings. Similarly, most of the interviews were 
with the mother only. Little was obtained about father’s perceptions and practices with respect to 
heritage language maintenance. Exploring the role of fathers in children’s heritage language 
maintenance in Chinese immigrant families would be worthwhile for future research. 
Furthermore, the role of gender in FLP has emerged based on the roles of mother and father and 
the gender of the children in the families and would be another avenue for future study.   
In conclusion, this study addressed a series of complex questions with no simple answers.   
In the process illustrated what it means to be a good parent, accepted member of two cultural 
groups, and children’s agency in language socialization. This study also provided a critically 
interdisciplinary view on heritage language maintenance of children in immigrant families and 
the findings provided a ground for potential possibilities and challenges for immigrant parents, 
      
 
   
                                                                              167 
 
schools and other educators approach heritage language learners. These insights are much 
needed in a changing and troubled/ conflicted/ challenging globalized society.   
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APPENDIX A: Parent-Adult Consent Form 
 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Consent to Participate in a Research Study 
Adult Participants  
Consent Form Version Date: __July 2018____________ 
IRB Study # 18-1409 
Title of Study: Meanings and Means of Heritage Language: Ethnographic Case Studies of 
Chinese Immigrant Families  
 
Principal Investigator: Hao Wu 
Principal Investigator Department: School of Education  




What are some general things you should know about research studies? 
You are being asked to take part in a research study.  To join the study is voluntary. 
You may choose not to participate, or you may withdraw your consent to be in the study, for any 
reason, without penalty. 
 
Research studies are designed to obtain new knowledge. This new information may help people 
in the future.   You may not receive any direct benefit from being in the research study. There 
also may be risks to being in research studies.  
 
Details about this study are discussed below.  It is important that you understand this information 
so that you can make an informed choice about being in this research study.  
 
You will be given a copy of this consent form.  You should ask the researchers named above, or 
staff members who may assist them, any questions you have about this study at any time. 
 
What is the purpose of this study? 
 
The purpose of this research study is more thorough targeted exploration of what parents think 
about, expect for, plan and actually do, such as, decision making about dual language program vs 
ESL program re bilingualism, maintain mother tongue and cultural tradition in and beyond 
home, engagement in schools and communities, and changes overtime. 
 
You are being asked to be in the study because you are an immigrant from China, you have a 
child born in the US who is going to 1st or 2nd grade and has experience of attending pre and K in 
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the US, and you have more than one language (Mandarin, English, or a Chinese language) in use 
in your home environment. 
 
Are there any reasons you should not be in this study? 
No. 
 
How many people will take part in this study? 
There will be approximately 10 people in this research study. 
 
 
How long will your part in this study last? 
This study will begin this month and last 6 months, so that I can learn about your perceptions, 
efforts, and changes regarding your child’s language development, especially keep mother 
tongue as your child’s transition to school. 
 
What will happen if you take part in the study? 
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in three types of data 
collection, and all of them will require scheduled visits to your home: 
Interviews. You will be asked to participate in 1-2 interviews. Interviews will always be 
conducted in the language you prefer (Chinese or English). Interview questions will be about 
your perceptions about your child’s language development, including English and heritage 
language, plans, decision makings and practices you have done, and any changes overtime as 
your child’s transition to kindergarten and first grade. You do not have to answer any question 
that makes you feel uncomfortable or if you do not know the answer. Each interview will last 
approximately 1 hour, depending on your interest in the questions and what else is happening in 
the home. You may stop the interview at any time. We will audio record our interviews with you 
so that we can focus on the conversation and not rely on notes; this will help us to be sure we 
understand your responses. The audio tapes and the translations will be located in a secure place 
in Dr. New’s office. No names or identifying information will be associated with the interviews 
(audio recordings or translations).  
Home Observations. I will ask permission to schedule observations when both you and your 
child are present in the home, approximately 2-3 observations. [If your spouse or another family 
member helps take care of the child on a regular basis, I will also seek permission from that 
person to observe when she or he is at home with the child]. The home observations will last 
approximately 1 hour, although sometimes they may last longer if the activity continues 
and our presence is not disturbing the child or the family. I will schedule home observations 
at times convenient for you and will never come to your home without an appointment. The 
focus of these observations will be on your child’s activities in the home, including playing, 
watching tv, doing chores or eating a meal; as well as times when your child is interacting with 
you or someone else in the home. On those occasions when the child is interacting or playing 
with someone else (for example, another family member or a neighbor), I will ask permission to 
continue the observation.  I will not use names or identifying information in these home 
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observations other than a simple code that notes, for example, “maternal aunt” or “neighbor 
child.”  If you or others do not wish to be observed, you may ask us to stop at any time.  I will 
leave your home if you ask. 
Dinner Time Table Conversation. You will be tape recorded one hour at dinner table every two 
weeks for a total of four times per family. I will ask for permission to join them for the first 
dinner and explain how to use the tape recorder and the importance to ignore the tape recorder 
and talk together as they normally do. The tape recorders will be left to the parents who will be 
able to take charge of and let them do rest of tape recordings. I will collect to review the audio 
file following each visit to confirm the quality of tape recording and I will ask the parents to 
explain if there any occasions are typical/noteworthy. During the data collection process, I will 
call to remind you of recording as planned when the target child present. You will also be given 
the permission to turn off the tape recorder if it injures their privacy and confidentiality in their 
judgement.  
 
What are the possible benefits from being in this study? 
 
The primary benefits of your participation in this study are in the new knowledge we will 
gain.  We also hope that you will enjoy participating in this research study, including the 
opportunity to reflect on and share your experiences and your goals for your child’s 




What are the possible risks or discomforts involved from being in this study? 
 
We do not anticipate any risks associated with this study.  However, some people may be 
uncomfortable answering questions about their home life and you may also be uncomfortable 
allowing us to come into your home to observe you and your child in your natural day-to-day 
activities.  We will do our best to help you be comfortable during these occasions but, as noted 
above, you can ask us to stop (the interview or the observation) at any time. We will not ask 
about – and you should not disclose—your immigration status or the immigration status of others 
who live in your home or who are present during an observation. 




What if we learn about new findings or information during the study?  
You will be given any new information gained during the course of the study that might affect 
your willingness to continue your participation.  
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How will information about you be protected? 
  
I will not share any information about you with anyone beyond this study. I will use a 
pseudonym [a special code] for each family and codes for individuals within the family.  All 
data gathered from you and during observations in your home will be stored in a secure 
place within the university.  When we report findings from the study, we will not share any 
individually identifiable details that might reveal your identification.   
Participants will not be identified in any report or publication about this study. Although every 
effort will be made to keep research records private, there may be times when federal or state law 
requires the disclosure of such records, including personal information.  This is very unlikely, 
but if disclosure is ever required, UNC-Chapel Hill will take steps allowable by law to protect 
the privacy of personal information.  In some cases, your information in this research study could 
be reviewed by representatives of the University, research sponsors, or government agencies (for 
example, the FDA) for purposes such as quality control or safety. Under North Carolina law, 
confidentiality does not extend to information about abuse or neglect of a child or disabled adult. 
If the researchers become aware of such information, they are required to report it to state 
authorities. 
Please indicate if you give permission for us to audio-record you and your family? 
Check the line that best matches your choice: 
 
_____ OK to record me during the study 
 




What will happen if you are injured by this research? 
 
All research involves a chance that something bad might happen to you.  This may include the 
risk of personal injury. In spite of all safety measures, you might develop a reaction or injury 
from being in this study. If such problems occur, the researchers will help you get medical care, 
but any costs for the medical care will be billed to you and/or your insurance company. The 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has not set aside funds to pay you for any such 
reactions or injuries, or for the related medical care. You do not give up any of your legal rights 
by signing this form. 
 
 
What if you want to stop before your part in the study is complete? 
You can withdraw from this study at any time, without penalty.  The investigators also have the 
right to stop your participation at any time. This could be because you have moved, changed 
schools or had an unexpected change in your family or work schedule that make it difficult for 
you to participate fully.   
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Will you receive anything for being in this study? 
You will not receive anything for taking part in this study. 
 
Will it cost you anything to be in this study? 
 
It will not cost you anything to be in this study.  
 
 
What if you have questions about this study? 
You have the right to ask, and have answered, any questions you may have about this research. If 
you have questions about the study (including payments), complaints, concerns, or if a research-
related injury occurs, you should contact the researchers listed on the first page of this form. 
 
 
What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 
All research on human volunteers is reviewed by a committee that works to protect your rights 
and welfare.  If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, or if you 
would like to obtain information or offer input, you may contact the Institutional Review Board 
at 919-966-3113 or by email to IRB_subjects@unc.edu. 
  
  
      
 
   




I have read the information provided above.  I have asked all the questions I have at this time.  I 
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APPENDIX B: Heritage Language Maintenance Interview Protocol 
1. Then and Now 
• What challenged you the most when you first arrived at U.S.?   
• Was English language proficiency one of these obstacles you met? If yes, how did 
it affect your adaptation in this English-dominant society? 
• Is that still a big challenge in your life here now? What was the experience of 
overcoming the challenge like?  
• What was your education/working experience before you came to the U.S.? Did 
you continue your study/work after your arrival? Why or why not? 
• What do you think about ESL education in China as it prepared you for when you 
first arrived at U.S.? 
• Was the factor of language development (of you or your children) involved in 
your decisions of moving to U.S.? [continue to probe re moving to this state, this 
area, and this school district] 
• What are your views on the language education, e.g. dual or ESL here? 
• What do you think about the importance of English language learning? 
• What do you think about the importance of maintaining Mandarin the new 
English-dominant context?   
• What are your views of other Chinese varities in this context? What about when 
you lived in China?  
 
2. Family Life 
• How would you apply the experience of raising children in English-dominant 
society to your parenting especially regarding language development?  
• Do you discuss the issue of language use [English, Mandarin, and other Chinese 
language varieties, ] with other family members? If so, what do you talk about? 
What are their views on multi-language in use? [If not, why not] 
• Do all family members agree with your decisions about what is possible, and 
what is best for your child, in terms of the language use in your house? What are 
their views about other decisions re heritage language maintenance, enrollment 
in dual language program, and Saturday schools, etc.? 
• Do you watch tv with your family? Which tv program do you watch with your 
family? Do your children watch tv without you? Do you select programs based on 
the language(s) spoken? Which newspaper and other reading materials do you 
and your family read?  
• In what ways [where, and from whom] do you obtain information or resources 
from larger community to support your children’s language development? Their 
early schooling? Their English language development? 
• What communities/settings/cultural groups/events do you usually attend and how 
often you and your family participate in these activities, especially for language 
development purpose? 
• Do you send your child to Chinese language after school? How often does the 
child go there? 
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• In the workplace of you and your husband/wife, is English the dominant 
language? Are Mandarin or other language varieties in use in your work setting?  
• Do you have close connections with other Chinese families or larger 
communities, especially with your dialect in use, in this area? 
 
3. Parental Language Beliefs and Goals 
• What does maintaining Mandarin mean to you and your family, especially your 
children, in an English-dominant society? [separate parents from other family 
members] 
• How is your child’s language experience in school in comparison to last year?  
• Do you think your child’s language (English and Mandarin) competence is good 
enough for his/her current or upcoming school life? 
• What do you hope for your children in terms of their cultural identities? 
• Do you think speaking a dialect affect children’s Mandarin learning, in a positive 
way or negative? Why? 
• What do you think about Chinese language after school, necessary or not? Why? 
• Are there any changes in your expectations regarding your child’s language 
ability over time and if yes, for what reasons? 
 
4. Parenting Practices 
• When you praise or criticize your child, do you have specific language choice in 
these situations? Can you give an example of when you child has done something 
good? Do you praise her? What do you say? [same for the negative behavior] 
• What language do you or other family members use when help with children’s 
homework, or specific language choice for different subject? 
• What language do you use the most frequent when you read stories to your child?  
• Where do you get these books for the oral narratives w/out books? 
• Do you use Chinese traditional idiom stories or folk stories? 
• Do you request that a specific language to be used at certain times or in certain 
situations at home? 
• (If you send your child to Chinese language after school) For what reasons you 
make that decision? (If not) Do you think your current  
• Do you arrange any play-date for your child? Are they Chinese speakers or 
English speakers? 
• What challenges or difficulties you have ever met in the implementation of your 
plans? Do you have specific plans or strategies to overcome these obstacles? 
 
5. School Transition 
• This school district offers a choice of English monolingual program and 
Mandarin-English dual language program, why did you make your choice? 
• What do you think about the quality of the dual language program based on your 
children’s experience there? Do you think this program is effective and sufficient 
for your children’s Mandarin learning?  
• Do you think this program is effective and sufficient for your children’s’ academic 
discipline learning? 
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• Is your child making any friends in school? Are there any Chinese speaking 
children there?  
• How often do you have formal or informal communication with teachers on your 
child’s school performance, especially on language competence (English and 
Mandarin)? 
• What was it like at the beginning? Is it getting better now? 
• In what ways you plan to help the child with his/her English and Mandarin ability 
to supplement language learning at schools? 
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APPENDIX C: Example Data Analysis via Inspiration Maps (Tian’s Family) 
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